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ABSTRACT
EFFECTIVE MIDDLE SCHOOL TEACHERS: 
BECOMING "REAL"
by
R hoda C. Som m ers
Chair: Shirley A. Freed
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
ABSTRACT OF GRADUATE STUDENT RESEARCH
D issertation
A ndrew s U niversity  
School of Education
Title: EFFECTIVE MIDDLE SCHOOL TEACHERS: BECOMING "REAL"
Nam e of researcher: R hoda C. Som m ers
Nam e and  degree of faculty  chair: Shirley A. Freed, Ph.D.
Date com pleted: July 1999
Problem
This study  looks a t four effective m idd le  school teachers7 stories in 
o rder to understand  the  experiences and  beliefs w hich im pact their choice to 
use developm entally  responsive  classroom  practices. T here is general 
agreem ent in  the lite ra tu re  concerning characteristics of effective m iddle 
school teachers, b u t little  has been  done to  understand  w h a t influences these 
teachers to teach the w ay  they  do.
M ethod
A qualitative case s tu d y  design w as used  for th is s tudy . Two m ale and 
tw o fem ale m iddle school teachers w ere observed an d  in terv iew ed du ring  the 
course of 1 school year. Each teacher's life experiences, classroom  practices, 
and beliefs are described  in  narra tive form . A n analysis o f the four teachers7
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
practices and  beliefs w as conducted using  the C arnegie Council o n  Adolescent 
D evelopm en t's  Turning Points (1989) and  the N ational M iddle School 
A ssociation 's This We Believe (1995). Further analysis of sim ilarities and  
differences in  the  teachers' lives led to the em ergence of other them es.
R esu lts
The four teachers' classroom  practices and  beliefs m atched the 
descrip tions of developm entally  appropria te  practices in  Turning Points and 
This We Believe. In ad d itio n  to the beliefs and practices previously identified 
in the literature, receptiv ity  to grow th, treasured  relationships, an d  living 
in tertw ined  personal an d  professional lives em erged as them es in  each of the 
four teachers' lives.
C onclusions
The concept of "Real" as portrayed in The Velveteen Rabbit describes 
the lives of the four m idd le  school teachers w ho partic ipa ted  in  th is study. 
These teachers love and  g ive of them selves freely to  o thers. They have 
experienced grow ing pains, b u t choose to look beyond  the  discom fort and 
allow  it to m old  and shape their lives. T hough they  are  Real and  recognize 
the contributions they a re  m aking to  others, they  continue to open  
them selves u p  to  continued  growth.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
To Debbie, Jack, Renae, and M ark
T hank you for sharing your stories 
and lives w ith  me. My life is richer 
because it has been touched by yours.
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CHAPTER 1
COMING TO THE QUESTION
There was once a velveteen rabbit, and in the beginning he was really splendid.
He was fat and bunchy, as a rabbit shotdd be; his coat was spotted brown and 
white, he had real thread whiskers, and his ears were lined with pink sateen.. . .
For a long time he lived in the toy clipboard or on the nursery floor, and no one 
thought very much about him.
Margery Williams, The Velveteen Rabbit 
In tro d u c tio n
This research study  has been  a journey for me. It is a jou rney  th a t began 
m any years before I w as even cognizant that I w ou ld  one day  be em barking on 
such an  all-consum ing task. Since m any  of m y life experiences have p repared  
m e for th is endeavor, it is im possible to  identify  the  beginnings of m y 
journey. N either do I see the w riting  of this docum ent as the com pletion of a 
journey; it  is m erely the synopsis o f a journey thus far. W ere I to undertake a 
sim ilar research study in  the future, I w ould  experience it d ifferently  because 
in  the course of tim e I w ould have changed as all indiv iduals change in  the 
ebb and  flow of life. I do, how ever, w a n t to articulate experiences and  events 
w hich led  m e to choose this particu lar research study  a t this tim e in  m y life.
Discovering M iddle Schoolers 
M y interest in  and com m itm ent to m iddle school s tuden ts began  in 
1993. P rio r to this year I considered m yself an  elem entary  teacher, having  
tau g h t a variety  of elem entary g rades for 10 years. I had  no in terest in  teaching
1
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m iddle schoolers and  period ically  found  m yself saying th a t I w ould  never 
teach those grades. H ad  th e  tru th  been told, I was afraid  of m iddle schoolers. I 
heard  stories about how  u n ru ly  and  disrespectful they w ere. I d isliked  having 
to interact w ith  them  w h en  I en tered  the  m iddle  school w ing  of the  buildings 
w here I tau g h t m y e lem en tary  studen ts . The less in teraction  I had  w ith  young 
adolescents, the  m ore com fortable I felt.
As I w as nearing the  end  of m y 10th year as a teacher, I realized th a t it 
w as time for a new  challenge. I knew  th a t I could n o t continue teaching 
fourth g rade  because m y sm all school n o  longer needed tw o sections of Grade
4. In the m id s t of contem plating  w h a t m y  next step sh o u ld  be, the th o u g h t of 
transferring to  the m idd le  school en te red  m y m ind. This thought, how ever, 
w as a frightening  proposition . Being a religious person, I to ld  God th a t if this 
awful idea w as from H im , th en  H e needed  to show  m e in  a dram atic w ay  by 
having m y principal b roach  this topic. U nder no circum stances w ou ld  I 
breathe a w o rd  about the  possibility  o f teaching m iddle school to ano ther 
hum an being. After m y conversation  w ith  God, I p ro m p tly  dism issed this 
preposterous idea.
One d ay  no t too long  after m y p a c t w ith  God, m y principal s to p p ed  me 
a t  the doo r of h is office a n d  calm ly asked  if I w ould consider teaching in  the 
m iddle school for the fo llow ing school year. I w as s tu n n ed  and v iv id ly  
rem em ber the  suffocating fear and  anxiety  I felt du ring  o u r conversation. Of 
course m y  earlier p ro p o sitio n  w ith  G od cam e rush ing  to  the  forefront of m y 
m ind. In  th e  m id st of m y  sw irling  though ts, I heard  m yself calmly say  th a t I 
w ould  consider his suggestion . A fter m u ch  deliberation, observing in  the  
m iddle school, and  talk ing  w ith  various friends and  teachers, I finally agreed
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
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to in terv iew  for a m idd le  school position. The in terview  w en t well, I was 
offered a teaching position, and  I w as asked to prov ide leadership  to 
restructu ring  the existing program  into one th a t reflected cu rren t research on  
effective m iddle schools. To this day, I have no  idea w hy the school board 
en trusted  their s tuden ts and p rogram  to m y inexperienced hands, bu t I am 
grateful.
I had  no  specific training and  very little practical know ledge in teaching 
m idd le  schoolers. I recognized m y u rgen t need  for practical an d  theoretical 
inform ation in determ ining  how  to best teach these students and  w hat steps 
to take in  developing a program  designed especially for m iddle schoolers.
A t that tim e I w as also in the process o f com pleting studies for my 
m aster's  degree; consequently, I chose to delve deeply  into the m iddle school 
lite ra tu re  and  discuss the unique needs of m idd le  schoolers w ith  experienced 
educators. As m y know ledge grew , so d id  m y excitem ent and  com m itm ent to 
designing  a p rogram  w hich took  in to  consideration  the developm ental 
characteristics of y o ung  adolescents.
As I got acquainted w ith  the other teachers assigned to  the m iddle 
school, I discovered th a t we shared  sim ilar educational philosophies. We 
quickly becam e a team  of educators com m itted to teaching m idd le  schoolers 
effectively. Though p a r t  of our task  w as to  evaluate  and restructu re  the 
existing p rogram  for these grades, w e had  very  little  voice in  shaping the basic 
struc tu re  and  p rogram  a t the ou tset of ou r first year together. That, however, 
d id  n o t stop  us from  changing th ings over w h ich  w e did have control. All of 
u s  w orked  to develop relationships w ith  o u r s tu d en ts  w hich m ade our 
classroom s positive places w here studen ts w ere  listened to, valued, and
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respected. We discovered th a t w e had a great deal of freedom  in determ ining 
w h a t w ould occur in  ou r classroom s and the kind of a tm osphere  we created 
in  spite of structural constraints. Then during  our second y e a r as a team, w e 
instigated changes in the struc tu re  of our school to reflect th e  program s 
comm only found  in  exem plary  m iddle schools.
Through these years I discovered tha t I loved teach ing  m iddle 
schoolers. I w as able to establish m eaningful relationships w ith  students and  
im pact them a t th is crucial stage in  their lives. We had  w onderfu l discussions 
in  our Language A rts classes abou t the books we were read ing . I learned and 
grew  along w ith  m y  m iddle schoolers and began feeling very  defensive w hen 
I heard  others speak  negatively about young adolescents. To me, they w ere 
wonderful, unpredictable creatures w ith a desire to g row  as they learned 
abou t life.
My heart w as also heavy during  those years as I searched  for other 
educators in C hristian  schools w ith  a sim ilar vision. I fo u n d  very  few of these 
schools com m itted to im plem enting  the m iddle school ph ilosophy , though  I 
w as aware of a num ber of public schools w hich had  a d o p te d  and  were 
im plem enting the  m iddle school concept. M y questions, reflections, reading, 
and  visits to various schools led  m e to conclude that teachers play a large role 
in  determ ining the  quality of young  adolescents' school experiences. It is in  
teachers' day-to-day interactions w ith  students tha t the  m id d le  school concept 
is lived out. W hile adm inistrators can institute program s suggested  in the 
litera tu re  and  p rov ide  curricu lum  touted as developm entally  responsive, it  is 
ultim ately w h a t teachers choose to  do behind  classroom d o o rs  that 
determ ines the effectiveness o f the  educational p rogram  (H unt, W iseman, &
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Bowden, 1998). I have  m et effective m iddle school teachers w ho were like a 
b reath  of fresh a ir in  schools w h ich  appeared  to have little vision for 
restructu ring  their p rogram s in  sp ite  of evidence in  the lite ra tu re  concerning 
the needs of m idd le  schoolers. O th e r schools have the suggested  program s 
and  structures, b u t  to m y d isappo in tm en t I encountered teachers w hose 
classroom s felt stifling because they  w ere using developm entally  responsive 
p rogram s in w ays w hich  reflected the o ld  junior h igh  philosophy.
Further reflections led  m e to consider w hy  some m idd le  school 
teachers choose to teach in developm entally  responsive w ays w hile o thers 
seem unable or unw illing  to em brace practices w hich  m eet the unique needs 
of early  adolescents. As I com pared  the m em bers of the team  I led, I realized 
tha t o u r  professional p repara tion  and  experiences, personalities, and personal 
backgrounds w ere very  d ifferent ye t ou r educational philosophies w ere 
sim ilar. W ith all of o u r differences, w ha t m otivated us to teach the w ay w e 
chose to  teach? W ere there any  sim ilar threads runn ing  th ro u g h  ou r lives 
w hich m otivated u s  to  adopt the  practices w e utilized?
A n  im portan t aspect of m y  personal journey  leading in to  m y research 
study  w as understand ing  the historical context of the m iddle school 
m ovem ent. This p u rsu it  in tro d u ced  m e to the evolu tion  of the jun io r h ig h  
school m ovem ent. U n derstand ing  the  beginnings of both of these 
m ovem ents fu rther deepened  m y  convictions for the  need  of un d ers tan d in g  
w ho effective m idd le  school teachers are and w hy  they have chosen to teach 
in  developm entally  responsive w ays in  their classroom s. I w ill now  discuss 
the incep tion  of b o th  the jun io r h ig h  and  m idd le  school m ovem ents.
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The Junior H igh School M ovem ent 
The junior h igh  school concep t had  its beginnings in the late  1800s 
w hen  educational leaders began  calling for reorganization  of secondary 
education. Charles W. Eliot, th en  p res id en t of H arvard  U niversity, w anted to 
low er the age w hen young  peop le  en tered  college; consequently, in  1888 he 
p roposed  to the N ational E ducation  A ssociation (NEA) that secondary  
education  begin w ith  seventh  g rad e  (Moss, 1969). Beginning secondary 
education  earlier allow ed studen ts  headed  for college to begin the ir college 
p repara to ry  courses a t a younger age and  also allow ed those desiring  
vocational training to p repare  for th e ir vocation earlier (H ow ard, 1968). 
D uring  this period there  w as a h ig h  d ropou t ra te  after sixth g rade  and during  
the  early  high school years; ed u ca to rs  hoped  th a t beginning secondary 
education  w ith G rade 7 w ould  change this trend  (Moss, 1969).
D uring this sam e period, G. Stanley Hall, a  psychologist, w as 
researching  and w riting  about ado lescen t developm en t and stim ulated  
th ink ing  about the developm ental needs of young  adolescents (H ow ard, 1968; 
M oss, 1969). A ccording to  Moss, i t  becam e increasingly clear to educators that 
y o u n g  adolescents d id  n o t belong in  elem entary schools because of their 
developm ental characteristics.
These influences and  ideas resu lted  in  a series of recom m endations by 
the  NEA from  1894 to  1918 re la ting  to  the education  of studen ts in  early 
adolescence. The first sta tem ent in  1894 suggested th a t the secondary  program  
include G rades 7 an d  8 as an  in te rm ed iate  school to form  a b ridge  betw een 
elem entary  and h igh  schools. By 1899 the NEA recom m ended th a t 
e lem entary  schools consist of G rades 1-6 and th a t G rades 7-12 com pose
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secondary schools to allow  for earlier subject area specialization. It became 
apparen t th a t students in  G rades 7 and  8 needed a special program  separate 
from  G rades 9-12; therefore, in 1918 secondary education was divided into two 
sections, jun ior high for G rades 7-9 an d  senior high fo r Grades 10-12. Schools 
adop ted  th is configuration until the rise  of the m idd le  school m ovem ent in 
the early  1960s (Alexander, William, Com pton, H ines, & Prescot, 1968).
The original pu rp o ses of the ju n io r high school m ovem ent w ere  to:
(1) p rov ide secondary education for younger students; (2) form a bridge 
betw een elem entary and  h igh  schools; (3) provide exploratory  activities for 
students; and  (4) p rov ide  studen ts w ith  guidance for academic, vocational, 
and personal m atters (A lexander et al., 1968).
As the  jun ior h igh  school m ovem ent gained m om entum , educators 
continued debating  its objectives. L eonard Koos (1927), an influential leader 
in  the jun io r high m ovem ent, sum m arized  functions of the junior h igh 
school. A t th a t time, the m ost w idely recognized functions included having 
studen ts spend  less tim e in  the e lem entary  school, p rov id ing  for indiv idual 
differences, opportun ities for exploration and  guidance, allowing for 
vocational train ing, re ten tion  of studen ts, and p rov id ing  an educational 
p rogram  w hich takes s tu d en ts ' physical, em otional, intellectual, and  m oral 
changes in to  consideration. A  num ber of these functions are sim ilar to  the 
ones sta ted  a t  the tu rn  of the century b y  those first calling for reorganization 
of secondary education.
W illiam  T. G ruhn  an d  H arl R. D ouglass d rafted  a statem ent in  the 
1940s w hich  rem ains as the  "foundational fram ew ork for defining an  
effective m idd le  school" to  this day  (Lounsbury, 1996, p . 2). Gruhn and
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D ouglass (1956) saw  the six basic functions of the ju n io r high school as: (1) 
integration: integrating skills, a ttitudes, interests, ideals, and understand ings 
students have  acquired and  are acqu iring  into the ir behavior and 
understand ing ; (2) exploration: g iv ing  studen ts the  opportun ity  to 
investigate, discover, and  b roaden  th e ir personal in te rests and  abilities in 
o rder to he lp  them  m ake vocational an d  educational decisions in  the  future; 
(3) guidance: allowing teachers to he lp  studen ts m ake  good decisions and  
adjust socially and em otionally in  th is  phase  of th e ir developm ent; (4) 
differentiation: addressing the  ind iv idua l needs of studen ts and th e ir unique 
differences so they can benefit from  th e ir educational experiences to the 
fullest ex ten t possible; (5) socialization: p rov id ing  learn ing  experiences for 
students an d  prom oting  the deve lopm en t and u tiliza tion  of their social skills; 
and  (6) articulation: p reparing  s tu d en ts  for a sm ooth  transition from  
elem entary school to their secondary  educational experiences.
T hroughou t the first half of th e  20th century, the  junior h igh  school 
enjoyed w idespread  acceptance, b u t b y  the late 1950s educators began 
recognizing its  inadequacies (A lexander e t al., 1968). Criticism s leveled against 
jun ior h igh  schools w hich led  to the ir dem ise included: (1) replication of the 
senior h igh  school program , (2) p ro v id in g  an inadequate  bridge betw een  
elem entary an d  senior h igh  schools, (3) u tilizing a departm entalized  program  
instead o f an  interdisciplinary approach , (4) lack of a w ell-developed 
exploratory program , (5) failure to  p ro v id e  personal guidance for studen ts, (6) 
try ing  to  fit n in th  g rade  in to  the ju n io r  h ig h  p rog ram  w hen  n in th  g rad e rs ' 
needs d id n 't  m atch  those of seventh  a n d  eighth  graders, and  (7) failure to 
adequately  p repare  teachers for the special needs of y o u n g  adolescents
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(Alexander e t  al., 1968; H ow ard , 1968; Moss, 1969).
The lack  of success o f the junior h igh  m ovem ent in  achieving its 
objectives a n d  the  criticism  leveled against it becam e the spawning g rounds 
for the m idd le  school m ovem en t in the 1960s. Societal issues such as 
w idespread  criticism  of A m erican education, p ressu re  to  end  radal 
segregation, a n d  an  increase in  school enrollm ent w hich  led  to overcrow ding 
also paved the  w ay  for reorganizing  schools (Wiles & Bondi, 1986). W illiam  
Alexander, D onald  E ickhom , and Judith  M urphy  he lped  lay the foundation  
for m iddle schools by calling for a separate educational structure for young  
adolescents (Baldwin, 1974). A lexander is credited  w ith  reviving the term  
m iddle school w hich  h ad  b een  used in som e p rivate  A m erican schools and  in 
European schools (Wiles & Bondi, 1986). E ducators disillusioned w ith  the 
junior h igh school saw the m iddle  school as a m eans of starting over though 
they  still believed and su p p o rted  the original jun io r h igh  objectives w hile  
recognizing th a t  they h ad  nev er been m et (A lexander e t al., 1968).
The Middle School M ovem ent
M iddle schools, m uch  like the jun ior high schools, began largely as an 
adm inistrative o rgan izational p lan  before hav ing  clearly  articulated purposes 
(Moss, 1969). A s m iddle  schools received favorable review s, adm inistrators 
chose to res truc tu re  their schools according to th is n e w  pa ttern  (Wiles & 
Bondi, 1986). M any schools, how ever, reconfigured and  attached the  term  
m iddle school to  the b u ild in g  housing the m iddle g rades w ithout ever 
m aking philosophical, curricular, or program  changes. A  survey in  1967-1968 
indicated th a t few  so-called m iddle schools differed significantly from  jun io r 
h igh  schools (A lexander & Kealy, 1973).
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
10
Efforts w ere m ade to  articu la te  distinctions of m iddle schools w hich 
w ould  best m eet the needs o f y oung  adolescents. In 1966 W illiam A lexander 
developed an  educational p lan  of elem ents in tegral to m iddle schools: (1) A n 
organizational structure of e ither G rades 5-8 o r Grades 6-8, (2) team  teaching, 
(3) teachers p rovid ing  gu idance for students, (4) teachers as subject area 
specialists, (5) opportun ities for indiv idualized  instruction and  in d ep en d en t 
study, (6) instruction in  s tu d y  skills, (7) a core academic curriculum  prov id ing  
continuity betw een elem entary  and  h igh school, (8) exploratory experiences, 
(9) in tram ural sports p rogram  instead  of interscholastic sports, and  (10) 
involvem ent of paren ts an d  com m unity  agencies in  the school (A lexander, 
1969). A lexander's ideas rem ain  p revalen t in the  m iddle school literatu re.
N o discussion of m idd le  school literature is com plete w ith o u t no ting  
tw o crucial publications d te d  w idely  in the curren t literature, the C arnegie 
Council on A dolescent D evelopm ent's  Turning Points (1989) and  the 
N ational M iddle School A ssociation 's (NMSA) This We Believe (1995). 
Turning Points w as pub lished  after an exam ination of Am erican m idd le  
schools to see how  well schools w ere  m eeting studen ts ' needs and calls the 
young adolescent years m any studen ts ' "last best chance to avoid a 
dim inished fu tu re"  (Carnegie Council, 1989, p. 8).
The C arnegie C ouncil's s tu d y  resulted in  eight recom m endations and  
an  u rgen t call for reform  in  m id d le  school education. These 
recom m endations are:
1. C reate sm all com m unities for learning.
2. Teach a core academ ic program .
3. Ensure success for all students.
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4. Em pow er teachers and  adm in istra to rs to m ake decisions ab o u t the 
experiences of m iddle grade studen ts .
5. Staff m iddle grade schools w ith  teachers who are expert a t teaching 
young adolescents.
6. Im prove academ ic perfo rm ance th rough  fostering health  an d  fitness.
7. Reengage families in  the educa tion  of young adolescents.
8. Connect schools w ith  com m unities.
The first d raft of This We Believe w as printed in  1982 during  a tim e 
w hen  "no single com prehensive s ta tem en t appeared  th a t seem ed to 
crystallize the educational beliefs in h e re n t in  [the m iddle school m ovem ent]" 
(NMSA, 1995, p. 1). As NM SA's position  paper, This We Believe h ad  a 
trem endous im pact on m iddle school education  and becam e the "m ost 
w idely cited statem ent about the educa tion  of young adolescents" (p. 1).
NMSA revisited the original position  sta tem ent which resulted  in the 1995 
publication of This We Believe. It is n o t in tended to be a "b lueprin t" for 
m iddle schools bu t to call a tten tion  to  m iddle  school philosophy and  practices 
(NMSA, 1995, p. 2).
NM SA's characteristics of developm entally  responsive m idd le  schools
are:
1. Educators com m itted to y o u n g  adolescents
2. A shared vision
3. H igh expectations for all
4. A n adult advocate for every  s tu d en t
5. Family and  com m unity p a rtn e rsh ip s
6. A positive school clim ate
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7. C urriculum  th a t is challenging, integrative, an d  exploratory
8. Varied teaching an d  learn ing  approaches
9. A ssessm ent an d  evaluation  tha t p rom ote learn ing
10. Flexible o rgan izational structures
11. Program s an d  policies th a t foster health, wellness, and  safety
12. C om prehensive gu idance  and  suppo rt services.
Both Turning Points (1989) and  This We Believe (1995) address the 
structures found in  exem plary  m idd le  schools and  em phasize the  need for 
teachers specifically tra in ed  for an d  com m itted to teaching m idd le  schoolers. 
These docum ents also ad d re ss  characteristics and  practices of effective m iddle 
school teachers. I w as in trig u ed  w hen  I placed the ideas in these docum ents 
side by  side and  identified  the item s individual teachers are free to 
im plem ent regardless of the  struc tu res and p rogram s determ ined  by 
adm inistrators in  their schools. Table 1 illustrates this. The item s in italics are 
ones which can be im p lem en ted  by  individual teachers in the ir classroom s.
The Questions Crystallize
My questions concerning  w ho  effective m iddle  school teachers are  and  
w ha t has led to  their com m itm ent to young adolescents rem ained . As a 
result, m y journey  led  m e to  becom e interested in  delv ing  in to  the  stories of 
effective m iddle school teachers. As a teacher myself, I am  aw are  that teachers 
constantly  tell stories a b o u t the ir professional an d  personal lives. Stories lend 
understand ing  to  w h a t h a p p en s  in  classrooms, w h a t teachers value and  
believe, events w hich d eep ly  im pact teachers, and  w h a t d rives them  to 
persevere in  spite of increasing  challenges (M attingly, 1991; Schm idt, 1997; 
Sparks-Langer & Colton, 1991). I finally concluded th a t listening to and
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Table 1
Comparison o /T u rn in g  P o in ts (1989) and This W e Believe (1995)
Turning Points This We Believe
Create small communities for learning An adult advocate
Flexible organizational structure
Teach a core academic program Curriculum that is challenging, 
integrative, and exploratory
Ensure success for all students High expectations for all
Varied teaching and learning 
approaches
Assessment and evaluation that 
promote learning
Staff m iddle grade schools with  
teachers who are expert at teaching 
young adolescents
Educators committed to young 
adolescents
Improve academic performance through 
fostering health and fitness
Programs and policies that foster 
health, w ellness, and safety
Comprehensive guidance and support 
services
Reengage families in the education of 
young adolescents Family and community partnerships
Connect schools (classrooms) with  
communities
Empower teachers and administrators 
to make decisions about the experiences 
of middle grade students
A  shared vision which includes all 
school and community stakeholders
A positive school (classroom) climate
* Items in italics can be implemented by individual classroom teachers.
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exam ining the stories of effective m iddle school teachers w ere  the keys to use 
in gaining an inside look a t w ho  they are as individuals a n d  w h a t has shaped 
them  into teachers com m itted to  young adolescents.
S tatem ent of the Problem  
Throughout the  history of the m iddle school m ovem ent, educators 
have attem pted to describe effective m iddle schools. M any discussions about 
m iddle school practices focus o n  the structures w hich constitu te  an  exem plary 
school program , b u t effective teachers are found in  schools w ith  diverse 
program s. They are found in  schools w hich have com pletely  adop ted  a 
m iddle school philosophy an d  the recom m ended p rog ram s; o ther effective 
m iddle school teachers find them selves in  an env ironm en t w hich is 
struc tu red  m uch like the o ld  jun ior high schools or a rev ised  elem entary 
school program . Regardless of their setting, all m iddle school teachers have 
the challenge of being a brigh t light in young adolescents' school experiences. 
Effective m iddle school teachers ultim ately m ake choices concern ing  their 
instruction and relationships w ith  students regardless o f th e ir school setting.
While there is general agreem ent in  the lite ra tu re  concerning 
characteristics of effective m idd le  school teachers, little has been  done to 
understand  w hat has influenced these teachers to teach th e  w ay  they do. A 
need exists to understand  and  discover the beliefs and  experiences of effective 
m iddle school teachers w hich m ay  give insight in to  the change and  
developm ent process, both  professionally and personally , th a t  these teachers 
have gone through  to become w ho they are.
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P urpose  of the S tudy
My research study  adds to  the m iddle school know ledge base an 
understand ing  of the  life experiences, practices, and  beliefs of effective m iddle 
school teachers w hich  im pact th e ir  choice to use  developm entally  responsive 
classroom practices. Cochran-Sm ith and  Lytle (1990) suggest th a t "w hat is 
m issing from  the know ledge base  for teaching . . . are the voices of teachers 
them selves" (p. 2), and  m y s tu d y  is designed to  hear teachers' voices and 
stories as I gain an un d ers tan d in g  of their lives as ind iv iduals and  m iddle 
school teachers. M y goal is to share  these teachers' stories w ith  other 
educators so they m ay be m otiva ted  to restory  their ow n teaching experiences 
and  also becom e m ore effective m idd le  school teachers (C landin in  & 
Connelly, 1991).
The purpose of this d isserta tion  is to describe the life experiences, 
beliefs, and practices of effective m iddle school teachers a n d  w h a t has 
influenced them  to becom e effective teachers. Three questions provided  
direction for m y study:
1. W hat life experiences have  m olded educators in to  effective m iddle 
school teachers?
2. W hat curriculum  and  instruction  are  em ployed b y  effective m iddle 
school teachers?
3. W hat beliefs guide the practices of effective m idd le  school teachers?
Focus of the S tudy
I lim ited m y s tu d y  to  fou r effective m idd le  school teachers in  the 
M ichiana area. Two m ales and  tw o  females represen ting  b o th  public and 
C hristian schools opened  u p  th e ir  classroom s and  their lives to  m e. They
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teach a variety  of academ ic subjects in  the  sixth, seventh , or eighth  grades. All 
o f them  have tau g h t m ore than  10 years and have h a d  experience teaching 
grade levels o ther th an  m idd le  school. T hough th e ir stories are un ique  and 
will no t necessarily m irro r the experiences of o ther teachers, Debbie, Jack, 
M ark, and  Renae p ro v id e  a w indow  in to  the hearts  and  lives of effective 
m iddle school teachers. (These are pseudonym s as are the nam es of all o ther 
ind iv iduals th ro u g h o u t th is  docum ent.)
Overviezv o f the Dissertation 
This chap ter relates a num ber o f significant events in the journey  I 
have taken in  com ing to th is study. I t also presents the context for the  study 
by  discussing the h isto ry  of both  the jun io r h igh school and m idd le  school 
m ovem ents an d  the theoretical fram ew ork  built o n  the tw o crucial m iddle 
school docum ents, Turning  Points an d  This We Believe. Boundaries of the 
study  are se t th rough  the research questions and pu rp o ses of the study.
C hap ter 2 discusses the  m ethodology  used fo r the study. I n o t only 
leave a trail for o thers to follow  in  conducting  a sim ilar study, b u t I also 
discuss selected lite ra tu re  concerning qualitative case studies.
C hapters 3, 4, 5, an d  6 are the personal stories of the four participants in 
m y  study. They describe these  teachers' journeys in  the  process of becom ing 
Real. Each chapter includes a  brief descrip tion  of th e ir school settings, life 
experiences, classroom  practices, and  beliefs w hich gu ide  their lives.
C hap ter 7 is the  cross-case analysis. In  it I re tu rn  to the theoretical 
fram ew ork of m y s tudy  p resen ted  in  Table 1 and d iscussed  in th is chapter. As 
I discuss them es ev iden t in  the  pa rtic ip an ts ' lives, I include a d iscussion of 
selected lite ra tu re  o n  effective teachers a t the m id d le  school level.
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C hapter 8 sum m arizes the study by  retu rn ing  to  the original research 
questions presen ted  in  th is chapter. I also discuss several recom m endations 
for m iddle school teachers, teacher educators, and  considerations for further 
study.
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CHAPTER 2
METHODOLOGY
The Skin Horse had lived longer in the nursery than any of the others. . . .  He 
had seen a long succession of mechanical toys arrive . . .  and pass away.. . .  He 
knezo they were only toys, and wotild never him into anything else. For nursery 
magic is very strange and wonderful, and only those playthings that are old 
and wise and experienced like the Skin Horse understand all about it.
Margery Williams, The Velveteen Rabbit 
In tro d u c tio n
I used  a qualitative case s tu d y  design  for this s tu d y  since it w o u ld  allow 
me to d raw  from the w isdom  and in s ig h t of those w ho  have experienced and 
understand  the m yriad  facets of teach ing  m iddle schoolers. This design 
allowed me to listen to  the  stories o f those w ho have "lived [long] in  the 
[middle school classroom ]" (W illiams, 1981, p. 12) and  have blazed a trail for 
others to follow in  the q u est for excellence in m iddle school education.
Qualitative Case Studies 
M erriam  (1988) defines a qualita tive  case study  as "an  intensive, 
holistic description an d  analysis of a  single entity, phenom enon, o r social 
unit. [They] are particularistic, descrip tive, and  heuristic and  rely  heavily  on 
inductive reasoning" (p. 16). A case s tu d y  is particularistic because i t  focuses 
on  a specific phenom enon  such as a p rogram , event, process, person, 
institution, o r group. W hen M erriam  states th a t a case study  is descriptive,
18
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she is referring  to the end p ro d u ct of the s tu d y  which is a "rich, thick 
descrip tion  of the phenom enon under s tudy"  (p. 11). H euristic  refers to a case 
s tu d y 's  p o w er to "illum inate the reader's understand ing  o f the  phenom enon 
u n d e r s tudy"  (p. 13), and  M erriam  (1988), quo ting  from Stake, says 
"p rev iously  unknow n  relationships and variables can em erge from  case 
stud ies lead ing  to a reth inking  of the phenom enon being s tu d ied "  (p. 13). 
Case stud ies utilize inductive reasoning since new  understand ings, concepts, 
an d  relationships arise from study ing  the d a ta  (M erriam, 1988).
A ccording to Yin (1994), a case study "investigates a contem porary 
phenom enon  w ith in  its real-life context, especially w hen the  boundaries 
betw een phenom enon and context are no t clearly  evident" (p. 13). Using this 
m ethod  is ap p ro p ria te  w hen contextual conditions im pact the  phenom enon 
u n d e r study. Yin also notes that a case s tu d y  relies on m ultip le  sources of d a ta  
collection, triangu la tion  of data, and  benefits from  prior developm ent of a 
theoretical fram ew ork which gu ides data collection and analysis.
T hough Tellis (1997) does n o t specifically define case studies, he 
in troduces ano ther idea by saying that a case study  "is done in  a way that 
incorporates the view s of the 'ac to rs ' in the case under s tudy"  (p. 2). The 
voices of the  partic ipan ts in the research s tu d y  are included in  reporting  the  
research  ra th e r than  only the voice of the researcher.
D raw ing from  M erriam  (1988), Yin (1994), and Tellis (1997), my study  
fell w ell w ith in  a qualitative case study design. It focused o n  four individual 
m idd le  school teachers as I sough t to describe their beliefs, practices, and  lives. 
I u sed  inductive  reasoning as I analyzed the  data , searching for relationships 
and  them es. Yin (1994) stresses th a t a case s tu d y  occurs "w ith in  its real-life
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context" (p. 13) and th is w as an im portan t em phasis in m y study. I not only 
listened to the voices of the  teachers participating in m y study  as Tellis 
suggests, b u t I also observed in their classroom s to gain an understand ing  of 
the context w ithin w hich they  teach. As Yin suggests, I developed a 
theoretical fram ew ork th rough  my rev iew  of the literature, b u t I chose not to 
use it while collecting da ta  so I could, as C landinin and Connelly (1994) 
suggest, be "open to a rich and  som etim es seem ingly endless range of possible 
events and stories and  . . .  be p repared  to follow leads in  m any directions" (p. 
417). Consequently, m y research study  an d  design w ere em ergent.
Narrative Inquiry
W ithin the qualitative case study  design, I used narra tive inquiry. 
Connelly and  C landinin  (1990) state th a t "hum ans are storytelling organism s 
who, individually  and  socially, lead sto ried  lives" (p. 2). Connelly and 
C landinin (1995a) specifically connect teachers and the use of narrative: 
"Teachers know  their lives in  term s of stories. They live stories, tell stories of 
those lives, retell stories w ith  changed possibilities, and  relive the changed 
stories" (p. 12). M attingly (1991) reiterates this idea w hen she says tha t 
"storytelling is som ething th a t practitioners already do" (p. 255).
By listening to teachers ' stories I w as able to share in their experiences 
and learn about the deep ly  held  beliefs w hich inform  their lives and  teaching 
practices. A t times it m ay  be difficult to  clearly articulate one 's theories, bu t 
teachers tell stories of the ir experiences w ith in  w hich are h idden  their beliefs 
(Mattingly, 1991). Schm idt (1997) believes that the "stories of [teachers'] 
experiences constitute [their] authority  an d  inform w hat [they] do in  [their] 
classroom s" (p. 169). N arrative  is the best w ay to understand  teachers'
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
21
know ledge (Connelly & Clandinin, 1995a), and it  g ives us "insight in to  w hat 
m otivates a teacher's actions" (Sparks-Langer & C olton, 1991, p. 42).
N arrative inqu iry  w as an app rop ria te  tool to  use in  m y study. In order 
to describe the beliefs of effective m idd le  school teachers and  w hat has 
influenced them  to becom e effective teachers, I first needed  to understand  
those deeply held, often im plicit beliefs and  experiences w hich precipitate 
teachers' actions and  decisions. This u n d ers tan d in g  cam e th rough  listen ing  to 
and  analyzing the teachers' stories.
Selecting Participants 
A m ajor task w as to  find effective m iddle school teachers w illing to 
give of their time and  them selves to participate  in  m y  study. I w anted  the 
participants to be in the  M ichiana area, ye t I w an ted  to  w ork  w ith  teachers 
tha t no t only I believed w ere effective, b u t ones w hom  others also recognized 
as effective m iddle school teachers. F u rther selection criteria included m iddle 
school teachers w ith  m ore than 5 years of experience, and  I w anted  one male 
and  one female teaching in  two d ifferen t public schools and  one m ale and  
one fem ale teaching in  tw o different C hristian  schools.
These boundaries (Miles & H uberm an, 1994) led  m e to follow 
M axw ell's (1996) suggestion  of using purposeful sam pling  w hen persons are 
"selected deliberately in  o rder to p rov ide  im portan t in form ation  tha t [cannot] 
be go tten  as well from  other choices" (p. 70). I com bined m y purposeful 
sam pling  w ith  repu ta tional selection, o r participan ts "chosen on  the 
recom m endation of a n  'expert' or 'k e y  in fo rm ant" ' (Miles & H uberm an, 1994, 
p. 28). I d rew  from o thers ' expertise in  choosing partic ipan ts because they, like 
the Skin H orse, have h ad  experiences I have no t been  p rivy  to.
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I u sed  reputational selection tw ice in the p rocess of identify ing  effective 
m iddle  school teachers. M y first step  w as to contact professors a t M ichiana 
colleges an d  universities w ho  have d irec t contact w ith  m iddle school 
p rincipals and  teachers, requesting  them  to iden tify  schools w here they  have 
m et effective m iddle school teachers o r  schools w hich  they believe have 
effective m idd le  school program s. I p h rased  m y in q u iry  so that these 
experienced educators w o u ld  use th e ir ow n criteria in  nom inating schools or 
specific teachers. From these conversations I form ed a list of approxim ately  12 
public a n d  C hristian schools. O ne school I added  to  the  list as a resu lt of my 
ow n read ing . George and A lexander (1993) included  a  roster of m idd le  schools 
w hich have  "becom e know n because o f their level of excellence to researchers 
and  p rac titioners on a local, state, national, or in ternational basis" (p. 535), 
and  one of the  schools on  the  roster is in  the M ichiana area.
The second step in  m y search w as to reduce th is list of schools to four 
public a n d  fou r C hristian schools based  on  a num ber of factors: (1) Proxim ity 
to A ndrew s University, (2) rep u ta tio n  for excellence in  M ichiana, an d  (3) 
p rev ious involvem ent w ith  A ndrew s U niversity. I th en  contacted the  eight 
principals via letter and  asked them  to  select teachers w hom  they consider 
effective. Principals used th e ir ow n  criteria  in nom ina ting  effective teachers.
A fter the  principals selected effective teachers in  their schools, each 
teacher w as g iven  a questionnaire  concerning his o r h e r beliefs and  practices. 
This questionnaire, designed  by  Sm ith  (1992), w as " found  to be statistically 
valid  a n d  reliable in  d iscrim inating  am ong  teachers w hose self-reported 
know ledge, practices, a ttitudes, an d  beliefs [are] o r [are] no t aligned w ith  the 
find ings abou t effective m idd le  school teachers in  a  rev iew  of the  literature"
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(p. 108). From the re tu rn ed  questionnaires, I contacted four teachers who h ad  
expressed interest in  partic ipa ting  in m y study. These four effective m iddle 
school teachers com m itted them selves to journey w ith  me th ro u g h  m y study .
Data Collection and Analysis 
Phase One
D ata were collected and  analyzed in three phases. Phase one began 
w hen  I contacted professors and  principals for their recom m endations 
concerning participants for m y  study. D uring this tim e I also conducted sem i­
structu red  interview s w ith  each principal to d iscover his or her professional 
train ing, educational experiences, basic inform ation about the school, and 
beliefs concerning characteristics of effective m iddle  school teachers.
After conducting sem i-structured  interview s w ith  the e igh t principals 
and  asking them  to discuss criteria they used to identify  effective m iddle 
school teachers in  their schools, I com piled a list of characteristics from their 
criteria. I then placed these in  six different categories, looking for similarities 
am ong the characteristics. I concluded m y task by nam ing the categories: 
Personality  traits, classroom  atm osphere, understand ing  m idd le  schoolers, 
enjoym ent of studen ts, cu rricu lum  and  instruction, and  com m unication 
w ith  stakeholders.
Phase Two
O f the 38 questionnaires I distributed, 30 of them  w ere com pleted and 
re tu rned . After analyzing the  re tu rn ed  questionnaires, I targeted  the 17 
questionnaires com pleted by  teachers w ho indicated  an  in terest in  
participating  further in  m y  study . I d ivided these in to  four categories: Male
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teachers in public schools, m ale teachers in C hristian schools, female teachers 
in  public schools, and  female teachers in C hristian  schools. I then  contacted 
the four teachers w hose questionnaires indicated  tha t they  w ere  the m ost 
effective m iddle school teachers in  their specific category. All four w ere 
enthusiastic about participating in  the next phase  of m y study.
Phase Three
Yin (1994) describes six sources of d a ta  used  in  qualitative case study 
research: Docum entation, archival records, interview s, d irec t observation, 
participan t observation, and  physical artifacts. As p a rt of observation, 
M erriam  (1988) suggests com pleting accurate field notes w hich  include both 
actual occurrences as well as the observer's com m ents or in terpretations. Of 
the data  collection sources m entioned, I relied  on  classroom  observations, 
interview s, and  field notes. I also collected som e docum ents such as student 
handouts, assessm ent instrum ents, and letters.
Since data  collection consisted largely of observations, interview s, and 
field notes, all of which w ere directly  influenced by me, I becam e the prim ary 
instrum ent of da ta  collection and  analysis. Being the  p rim ary  instrum ent 
allow ed m e to view the context w ith in  w hich  m y research phenom enon  
occurred. This gave m e freedom  to clarify a n d  sum m arize w hile  collecting 
data  and  to pursue new  ideas and  lines of thought. A  degree of da ta  analysis 
occurred sim ultaneously w ith  collection an d  allow ed for m em ber checks to 
enhance the trustw orthiness of m y in terpretations (M erriam , 1988).
I conducted the m ore form al phase of analysis by coding the interview  
transcrip ts and  field notes. M y initial coding categories consisted of significant 
life experiences, classroom  practices and atm osphere, beliefs, an d  m otivation.
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Later as I sp en t m ore tim e w riting  about the teachers' lives and classroom  
practices, I revised m y cod ing  categories and  called them  life experiences, 
classroom  practices, and  beliefs. For me, th is w as largely  an  in tu itive process, 
b u t I also, as M erriam  (1988) stresses, considered issues such as frequency, 
uniqueness, and  previously  unrecognized areas. A fter I h ad  identified  the  
overarching categories for m y  data, I sorted through each category an d  looked 
for w ays to b reak  the d a ta  d o w n  into m anageable pieces w hich fit together. 
Each teacher7s story is un ique , w hich required that each  chapter I devo ted  to 
him  o r her be unique. M y goal was to have each chap ter reflect the teacher's 
lived experiences, classroom  practices, and beliefs.
After com pleting chap ters 3 -6 ,1 presented a copy to each teacher and  
asked  him  or he r to rev iew  it. I also gave each teacher an  open-ended 
qu estio n n a ire  (Yin, 1994) to  prov ide direction for m em ber checks (M erriam , 
1988). A final interview  w a s  conducted w ith each one to  discuss the accuracy 
of m y portrayal, needed corrections, and  suggested add itions and item s to 
delete. Based on  these final interview s, I revised each teacher's chapter.
Interview Protocol
I began m y study w ith  b road  categories of questions concerning the 
stories of each participant. I w anted  to hear about the ir lives as children, 
academ ic preparation , a n d  circum stances su rro u n d in g  various teaching  
positions du rin g  their careers. M y questions becam e m ore  focused as the 
s tu d y  em erged. Though I k n ew  w hen I began m y s tu d y  th a t I w an ted  
participants to d raw  a life m ap  of significant events, I w aited  until the  final 
m on ths to m ake this request. Even then  I w as apprehensive  abou t voicing 
m y desire because of the w alls  I often build  around  th e  stories w hich
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constitute m y life, b u t  each teacher w illingly and  openly shared  his or her life 
m ap.
P rio r to each interview , I p rep a red  a list of questions though each 
conversation took  a life of its ow n. M any of the questions cam e from 
classroom  observations or com m ents m ade d u rin g  earlier conversations; 
these questions often led  to the telling o f a story  as explanation for a given 
practice o r belief. In m any  w ays I felt like a sleuth, searching for experiences 
which have shaped each participant. I w orked  h a rd  to be a considerate sleu th  
w ho trea ted  these teachers w ith  respec t and sensitivity because w e som etim es 
discussed less than  p leasan t experiences in their lives. Though Jack and I 
laughed after his com m ent that "This is like psychotherapy" (Vol. II, p. 128), 
the parallel seem ed accurate as I p ro b ed  for explanations and  clarification.
Trustioorthiness Issues
Instead  of addressing  issues of valid ity  an d  reliability, qualitative 
researchers use term s such as trustw orth iness, credibility, dependability, and  
consistency. M erriam  (1988) suggests th a t these are  enhanced through 
m em ber checks, triangulation  of d a ta  an d  m ethods, an au d it trail, and stating  
researcher biases.
Credibility
D uring  data  collection and  analysis, I used  m em ber checks by asking for 
clarification d u ring  conversations wdth the four participants. Each of the 
teachers review ed h is o r her ow n  chapter, suggesting corrections, additions, 
and  com m enting o n  in terp retations. By using interview s, observations, and  
collecting docum ents, allow ing fo r triangu la tion  of da ta  and  m ethods, I w as
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able to corroborate w hat I saw  em erging as each teacher's beliefs and  practices.
By describing the steps taken during  data collection and  analysis, I am 
creating an aud it trail. Each researcher's biases, p a s t experiences, and implicit 
thoughts im pact his o r her research in terpretations (Eisner, 1998); however, 
another researcher w ould be able to use the trail I am  leaving behind as an 
"operating m anual" to recreate m y study  (Goetz & LeCom pte, 1984, p. 216). 
P art of m y aud it trail includes an organized research notebook of data 
collected from  each of m y four participants, and the  "narrative . .  . report [in 
chapters 3-6 are] a history of the research project" (Polkinghom e, 1997, p. 15).
The relationship tha t I as the researcher negotiated  w ith  each teacher 
participant varied (Maxwell, 1996). M y face-to-face conversations began in 
N ovem ber and  continued th rough  June of the follow ing year. The num ber of 
classroom  observations ranged  in num ber from five to seven, b u t some visits 
w ere longer than others d ue  to each teacher's schedule, classroom  activities, 
and  m y personal constraints. I conducted from four to six interview s w ith the 
teachers. The length of the interview s varied, the tim e spen t conversing 
follow ing the interview s varied, and  w ith  two partic ipan ts I also had  
significant telephone conversations w hich I included in m y field notes. By 
the  end of da ta  collection, I felt like each participant had  becom e a friend; in 
each case I v iew ed them  as m y personal "teachers" as I sough t to understand 
their lives and  settings (Spradley, 1979, p . 25).
D uring m y study  I found  m yself periodically going dow n  "rabbit trails" 
concerning possible conclusions about the characteristics and  beliefs of 
effective m iddle school teachers. A t tim es I discussed these w ith  one or m ore 
of m y participants and o ther educators, b u t as I re tu rned  to the data  I realized
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th a t these in terp reta tions w ere p rem atu re  and  n o t consistent w ith  the 
experiences and  beliefs of all fou r participants.
T ransferability
M erriam  (1988) w rites th a t "one selects a case study  approach because 
one w ishes to u n ders tand  the particu lar in d ep th "  (p. 173). The purpose of m y 
study  w as to describe the experiences, practices, an d  beliefs of individual, 
effective m iddle school teachers. I t w as im portan t to m e th a t I understand  
enough of their lives and  characteristics that I be able to re-present (Glesne, 
1997) them  for o ther educators to  read  and resto ry  their ow n  lives (C landinin 
& Connelly, 1991). Patton  says th a t qualitative research shou ld  "provide 
perspective" (as cited in  M erriam , 1988, p. 175) ra th e r than  identify tru ths 
reflective of a  vast num ber of indiv iduals. In m y study  I w as able to, according 
to the participants, p rov ide  an  accurate perspective of their experiences, 
practices, and  beliefs. I have p rov ided  readers w ith  a descrip tion of four 
effective m iddle school teachers th a t "they w ou ld  have m issed w ithout [my] 
observations" (Eisner, 1998, p . 114).
In  the chapters follow ing th is one, I p rov ide  a "rich, th ick description" 
(M erriam , 1988, p . 177) so tha t those w ho read  the stories of these teachers w ill 
be able to evaluate the degree of transferability  to  their ow n  settings. I do  n o t 
expect all o ther effective m iddle school teachers to  "share identical . .  . 
features b u t ra ther th a t these are  features one m ig h t look for in  other 
[effective m iddle school teachers]" (Eisner, 1998, p . 103). M y goal has been to 
articulate  one perspective of effective m iddle school teachers and  dissem inate 
it  for o thers to  consider an d  find applicable tru ths.
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Role of the Researcher 
I have already m entioned  th a t I, as the researcher, w as the p rim ary  
in strum en t of data  collection th roughou t the study  and w o u ld  like to  m ake 
som e of m y biases explicit. I have spen t time as a m iddle school teacher an d  
have given leadership  to  im plem enting  the m iddle school ph ilo sophy  a t the 
school w here I w as teaching . I believe m iddle school instruction  an d  
curriculum  should  be s tuden t-cen tered  and teachers need  to  bu ild  
relationships w ith  m id d le  schoolers. From m y personal exposure  to m idd le  
schools and  the lite ra tu re, I believe th a t schools w hich have ad o p ted  an d  
im plem ented the m iddle  school philosophy are m ore effective in reach ing  
studen ts than schools c loser to the  junior high-school end  of the con tinuum .
M erriam  (1988) sees tolerance for am biguity, good com m unication  
skills, and  sensitivity to context, data , and personal bias as characteristics 
needed by  the researcher as the  p rim ary  instrum ent. My tolerance for 
am biguity has g row n considerably  through m y g raduate  stud ies an d  I enjoy 
the challenge of a less-structu red  process w hich allows m e th e  freedom  to 
"search for pieces to the p u zz le"  (M erriam, 1988, p. 37). I consider m yself a 
good com m unicator and  h av e  had  this verified by those a ro u n d  m e. I find  it 
relatively easy to establish  ra p p o rt w ith  others and  to listen carefully.
Yin (1994) also discusses com m only requ ired  skills for case s tu d y  
researchers. Some of his ideas m irro r those discussed by M erriam ; skills he 
adds are the ability to ask  good  questions, being a  good listener, h av ing  a firm  
grasp of the issues being s tud ied , and  the ability to  rem ain unbiased  b y  
preconceived notions (Yin, 1994, p. 56). Several of the partic ipan ts ind ica ted  
th a t they  found me to be a good  listener du ring  ou r conversations, a n d  as I
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review ed transcrip ts o f o u r interviews, I noticed th a t the am oun t of w ords 
recorded for the questions I asked are m inute com pared  to the  length  of the 
answ ers given. This to  m e is indicative tha t I w as b o th  a good listener and 
able to ask  appropria te  questions.
U nderstand ing  th e  issues su rround ing  m idd le  school education  has 
occurred th rough  bo th  m y  personal experiences, rev iew  of the  literature, and 
conversations w ith o ther educators. I liken th is to E isner's (1998) concept of 
connoisseurship w hich he  describes as "the m eans th rough  w hich  we come 
to know  the  complexities, nuances, and  subtleties o f aspects o f the  w orld  in 
w hich w e have a special in terest" (p. 68). My p a s t experiences as a m iddle 
school teacher and observer in m iddle schools allow ed m e to recognize the 
practices o f effective m idd le  school teachers. I see th is as an asset ra ther than a 
hindrance. I have seen b o th  effective and ineffective instruction  in m iddle 
schools w hich allowed m e to com pare the responses of studen ts , non-verbal 
messages, an d  classroom atm ospheres of the four classroom s I observed w ith 
those of less-effective m id d le  school classroom s I have  visited.
Yin's (1994) com m ents about a researcher's need  to be w illing to set 
aside preconceived ideas deserve special attention. I d id  subm it a partially 
com pleted theoretical fram ew ork  w ith  the proposal o f m y study , and  one of 
m y concerns w as tha t it  n o t blind m y eyes to seeing an d  hearing  things which 
w ere ou tside  or contrary to  the fram ew ork. C onsequently , I la id  aside the 
fram ew ork an d  refused to  review  it until I w as ready  for the cross-case 
analysis. A t one po in t d u rin g  the data  collection phase  of m y study , another 
educator questioned m e abou t the theoretical fram ew ork  and  I w as able to 
articulate on ly  its b road  concepts. T hough the  inciden t w as slightly
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em barrassing, I also experienced a sense of relief tha t I had  been  able to 
rem ove its contents from  the fo refron t of m y thoughts.
Ethical Considerations 
Ethical considerations in m y stu d y  include confidentiality  of data, 
anonym ity  of participants and sites, and  inform ed consent. The m iddle 
school teachers w ho participated in  the  interview s and opened  u p  their 
classroom s for observations, as w ell as their principals, w ere g iven  an abstrac t 
of the in tended research study  and  a consent form  explaining the  research 
protocol. D uring m y initial in terview s w ith  the participants, I a lluded  to 
E isner's (1998) com m ents about the fallibility of inform ed consent; that 
"researchers usually do  n o t know  w h a t will em erge . . . and  therefore are n o t 
in  a good position to inform  those to  be observed about w ha t to expect" (p. 
215).
S u m m a ry
The m ethod used  in  this s tu d y  w as a qualitative case s tu d y  design. I 
relied  bo th  on the w isdom  and in sigh t of expert inform ants a n d  a 
questionnaire to find effective m idd le  school teachers to partic ipa te  in  m y 
study . D ata collection included classroom  observations, in terview s, and 
docum ent collection d u rin g  the course of 1 school year. Partic ipants p rov ided  
feedback concerning the  in terpretations of the study. The resu lts of data 
analysis and  the particdpants' jou rney  tow ard  becom ing Real constitute the  
rem a in d er of this docum ent.
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CHAPTER 3
DEBBIE—MY STUDENTS, MY CHILDREN
"What is REAL?" asked the Rabbit one day.. .  ."Does it mean having things 
that buzz inside you and a stick-out handle?"
"Real isn't hozo you are made," said the Skin Horse. "It's a thing that happens 
to you. When a child loves you for a long, long time, not just to play zoith, but 
REALLY loves you, then you become Real."
Margery Williams, The Velveteen Rabbit 
In troduc tion
D uring  m y years as a stu d en t teacher superv iso r in the M ichiana area, I 
had  been in  and o u t of a num ber o f the  schools in  Debbie's district, bu t never 
the m idd le  school. W hen I noticed the w ords "jun io r high school" on the 
side of the  building, I w ondered  w h e th er the school h ad  adopted the m iddle 
school ph ilosophy  o r if they  clung tenaciously to  m ore  traditional curricu lum  
and  instruction. I found  m yself feeling bo th  cu rious and  surprised w hen a 
university  professor recom m ended th a t I contact D ebbie's principal as a 
possible site  for m y research  study.
O f the  m iddle schools that participated  in m y  study, Debbie's school is 
the  largest w ith  735 stu d en ts  in G rades 6-8. The school recently com pleted an  
expansion project w hich  allow ed for larger classroom s, increased studen t 
experiences w ith  technology, and  an  attractive m ed ia  center. D uring a tour of 
th e  school w ith  the principal, I w as im pressed  w ith  h is enthusiasm  about the 
bu ild ing  a n d  program s available for students.
32
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This school's transition from  a junior h igh  to a m idd le  school 
approach to education began in  the  mid-1990s and  was m ade slowly, w ith 
careful training an d  thought. Initially  various speakers add ressed  faculty, and 
faculty m em bers h a d  the opportun ity  to v isit o ther m iddle schools. The next 
step involved pilo ting  a m iddle school program  for the sixth graders. After a 
successful pilot, the seventh-grade team began the formal transition . The year 
of m y research s tu d y  and visits to Debbie's school was the year of transition 
for the eighth-grade team.
Though Debbie has been teaching for 12 years, this w as her first year in 
this district. This created extra challenges for her and she talked  abou t how 
hard  it has been to, in essence, go through ano ther first year. She m entioned 
things like m aking new  friends, getting  used  to different personalities, 
p reparing  things for the "copy m achine lady" (Vol. I, p. 70), learning the 
quirks of the school, and even w hich  w ay to tu rn  the key to  unlock her room  
as things she needed  to adjust to.
I go t the sense that this w as also a year of transitioning loyalties and 
relationships from  one school to another. D ebbie still kep t in  touch w ith  her 
colleagues from the school she left last year and  w as d isappo in ted  w hen  she 
w as unable to m eet them  for d inner because L ent m ade her w eek  extra busy. I 
saw  and  heard Debbie reaching o u t to the teachers at her cu rren t school while 
also m aintain ing  prev ious relationships. O ne evening w hen  I tried  
unsuccessfully to reach  her a t hom e, she later to ld  me she "w en t ou t w ith  the 
girls" after parent-teacher conferences (Vol. I, p . 1).
Debbie w as bothered tha t she had  no t ye t unpacked all of her boxes 
since transferring to  this school a n d  periodically  had to rum m age th rough
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them  looking for things she w an ted  to use in  h e r classes. D ebbie and her 
husband also bough t and  m oved to a new  house  during  C hristm as vacation 
which added  m ore stress to  h e r personal life. In  spite of th is  sense of 
upheaval, Debbie w illingly opened her classroom  and life to  me.
Debbie's life has created  a cheerful, w elcom ing house. It is b righ t and  
sunny inside w ith  large w indow s and a p leasan t decor. H er house is 
overflowing w ith  love a n d  care for others. It reaches ou t a n d  welcom es all 
w ho pass by, freely g iv ing  of its abundant love to  nu rtu re  others.
Debbie's Story 
Fam ily Influences
Debbie w as bom  a n d  grew  up  in the M ichiana area an d  has alw ays 
called this hom e. W hen I asked her to explain th e  life m ap she drew  for me, 
Debbie said,
I first though t of m y tw o  loving, supportive paren ts an d  ju st the m any, 
m any m em ories I have of special times. Ju st feeling loved  and supported , 
basically unconditional love. [I remember] a lo t of special times w hen  I w as 
alone w ith  them  doing  different things or w e  w ere together as a fam ily. . . . 
I always felt very m uch  like they  always h ad  tim e for m e. I w as never 
im posing upon  them . I w as an only child. I guess I go t a lo t of special tim es 
with them  because I w as the only one. M aybe th a t w as p a r t  of it. I h ad  a lo t 
of time w ith  m y p aren ts  and  feeling like they  [loved] m e no m atter w hat, 
supported m e no m atter w ha t I did. (Vol. I, p . 90)
N ot only d id  D ebbie experience a lot of love and su p p o rt from her 
im m ediate family, b u t h e r ex tended family w as also an in tegral p a rt of h e r 
world. She said, "W e're a  close-knit family w here  I w ould  v isit and  do  th ings 
and have a lo t of in teractions w ith  m y other relatives th a t w ere  close by"
(Vol. I, p. 75). These relatives included her g randparen ts a n d  uncles and  
aunts. This extended fam ily h ad  "a  lo t of reunions, a lo t of fam ily vacations,
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and  getting together for holidays and  all k in d s o f happiness" (Vol. I, p . 90).
Debbie called her paren ts her "tw o m ain  teachers" and  said  "they
tau g h t [her] how  im portan t it w as to be excited ab o u t things a n d  to enjoy life
and  be happy  an d  have fun [and] to explore th e  w orld" (Vol. I, p . 41). P a rt of
exploring the w o rld  included spend ing  a lo t o f tim e w ith her dad:
I w ould  be o u tside  w hen m y d ad  w ou ld  com e hom e from  hun ting  if he  
w en t w ith o u t m e. H e'd  b rin g  hom e an im als an d  he 'd  clean them  him self.
. . . W hen I g o t a little b it o ld e r he w ould  sh o w  m e things and  teach m e 
how  to clean fish. (Vol. I, p. 77)
A big p a rt  of Debbie's love for science she attributes to the  time she 
sp en t w ith  her d a d  "being ou t in  the w oods a n d  w alking a ro u n d  hun ting  [and 
looking at] p lan ts  and  anim als" (Vol. I, p. 29). D ebbie said, "W henever [Dad] 
w ould  do som ething, he w ould  alw ays show  m e" (Vol. I, p. 30). From her d ad  
Debbie learned a variety  of th ings ranging from  changing oil in  the car to 
gu tting  fish.
Debbie's m o ther did no t enjoy the o u td o o rs  as m uch as Debbie and  her 
father, bu t she p ro v id ed  different experiences fo r Debbie: "M y mom 
encouraged m e in  . . . gym nastics and  jazz a n d  those kinds of interests, b u t she 
w asn 't an ou tdoorsy  person" (Vol. I, p. 30).
As a team , D ebbie's paren ts encouraged h e r to become involved in
various activities a n d  m odeled th is type of lifesty le  for her:
M y m om  an d  d a d  w ere real active . . . a n d  definitely encouraged m e to 
pu rsue  d ifferen t interests, lo ts of different in te rests (Vol. I, p . 30). [My 
parents] m ade  the  activities I w as involved in  . . . really im portan t to 
them . They a lw ays show ed in te rest in  w h a t I w as doing a n d  they w ere  
alw ays there fo r me, to help m e to feel su ccessfu l.. . .  They also w ere real 
good  role m odels in  term s of the  w ay th a t th ey  lived their lives. . . . They 
read  the paper, they . . .  m odeled  things like m aking  sure th a t read ing  w as 
im portan t an d  w atching the r ig h t k ind  o f TV shows, like D iscovery 
[Channel] and  . . . learning ty p e  of program s. (Vol. I, p. 74)
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D u rin g  D ebbie's teenage years, she w as active in  a num ber of service 
activities. She volunteered  w ith  the Brow nies and tu to red  th rough  the  
N ational H o n o r Society. D u rin g  the sum m er she w as a  cam p counselor and  a 
leader a t cheerleading cam p. Being a cam p counselor allow ed her to be close 
to and explore one of her m ain  interests, na tu re  and science. A t a young  age, 
Debbie gave of herself to o thers just as she saw  her p aren ts  give to her.
A n active, giving lifestyle coupled w ith  the encouragem ent to try  new  
things tha t D ebbie's parents p rov ided  for h e r has shaped  w ho she is today .
She said,
Being involved  in a lo t of different th ings w hen I w as little helped  to  
m ake m e open  to new  . . . an d  different things w hen  I w as older. I a lw ays 
could see the benefit of try in g  som ething t h a t . . .  I m igh t n o t have been  
extrem ely interested in, b u t  I w as encouraged to try  to see how  I like i t . . . .  
H aving th a t exposure as a child to a lo t of variety an d  learn ing  tha t 
som etim es you try  som eth ing  that you initially a re n 't  going  to th in k  th a t 
[you will] like tha t well a n d  then  you try  it  and  you actually  do end  u p  
enjoying m ore than  you  th o u g h t you w ou ld  has h e lped  m e as an a d u lt  to 
try  new  things. So oppo rtun ities p resen t them selves an d  I 'm  generally  one 
to say, "O h, I'll try  that an d  see how it goes." (Vol. I, pp . 30-31)
D ebbie has alw ays felt unconditional love and su p p o rt from her
parents; th ey  w ere not, how ever, parents w ho  allow ed her to do  w hatever she
pleased. She recalled,
My fa th er's  a real strict d isciplinarian so I grew  up  w ith  a lo t of discipline. I 
knew  r ig h t from  w rong. I knew  w here the  boundary  line w as and so  I 
w asn 't rea lly  in  one of those  situations w here I h ad  to m ake a lot of 
choices because I knew  there  w ould  be consequences for inappropria te  
choices (Vol. I, p . 78).
I alw ays knew  w here I stood  as far as w h a t I was expected to do and  y e t I 
alw ays k n ew  I had  help to  do  it. They h e ld  up  h igh  expectations . . .  [but] 
n o t unreasonab le  expectations. (Vol. I, p . 74)
These h igh  expectations D ebbie's paren ts had  fo r he r included m ak ing
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school a priority. They expected Debbie to do well, b u t there w as "always a 
w illingness to sit d o w n  . . .  and  help  . . .  ou t w ith w hatever it w as [she] was 
do ing  in  school" (Vol. I, p. 74). Debbie recalled, "If I was having problem s . . .  I 
knew  I could go to [m y parents] and  they 'd  help m e solve them " (Vol. I, p. 74).
Debbie's m idd le  school years w ere challenging years for her "even 
though  [she] had a really  good set of parents" (Vol. I, p. 78). She described 
these years:
Just like all kids, [I struggled] w ith  so m any things. Fitting in: W here do I 
belong? W hat do  I w ant to do? . . .  I rem em ber [being] a cheerleader, bu t yet 
I w asn 't quite like the popu lar crow d. I was a cheerleader w hich to some 
people m eant th a t I was k ind of in  tha t crowd, b u t I never really felt like it. 
It7s k ind  of a p a rt  of being p o p u lar b u t sort of n o t a t the sam e time, kind of 
an aw kw ard sp o t to b e . . .  . It 's  ju st a difficult tim e in life. You're dealing 
w ith  so m any friendship  issues and so m any issues that are ju st so painful. 
You d o n 't like y o u r hair, you d o n 't  like the w ay  you look, just all those 
things. (Vol. I, p. 78)
Debbie's paren ts are no t college graduates, b u t they valued higher
education. Debbie's parents
com e from  fam ilies w here their siblings are n o t college graduates. They 
also come from  large families so I th ink  that w hen  they w ere grow ing up  
there  was alw ays a kind of struggle and  it w as hard . Then w hen they had  
m e . . .  they saw  the  opportun ity  to provide m e w ith  a lot of experiences by 
only  having one child  versus m aybe six or seven siblings the  w ay that they  
g rew  up. It w as alw ays a real p rio rity  for them  to see me go on  to college. I 
th ink  they had  th a t in  the p lans righ t a t the beginning. (Vol. I, pp. 74-75)
To sum m arize the  role h e r im m ediate and extended families played in  
her life, Debbie com m ented tha t "everybody w as ju s t a  really good role m odel 
in  term s of no alcoholism , good w ork  ethic, everybody had a job, everybody 
valued  church and  valued  help ing  others" (Vol. I, p . 75).
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Influences a t  School
N ot on ly  d id  D ebbie's family influence her as she w as grow ing up, b u t
she also recalled  several teachers w ho im pacted h e r  life:
[There w ere] a few select teachers a long  the w ay  th a t I can rem em ber and  
really loved . The one th ing  that I a lw ays rem em ber ab o u t those teachers is 
that I rea lly  can 't rem em ber specifically w hat th ey  tau g h t m e, b u t I 
rem em ber I liked them  an d  that I enjoyed being in  the ir classroom . I c an 't 
really rem em ber curriculum -w ise w h a t exactly I learned , b u t I just know  
that I respec ted  them  an d  enjoyed them  as ind iv idua l people. I knew th a t 
they cared  about m e an d  that they  w ere  really in te rested  in  m e beyond ju s t 
a s tu d en t b u t  about m y  life in general. (Vol. I, p . 75)
M ost o f these teachers who touched  D ebbie's life w ere science teachers. 
She specifically rem em bers teachers b ring ing  in  an im als and  th ings from 
nature  to sh o w  the class. Since Debbie has alw ays loved  living things, she 
found this fascinating. These teachers w ere  m ore in te res ted  in  utilizing 
teachable m om ents ra th e r th an  sticking closely to th e  textbook. Debbie 
rem arked, "[I had] science teachers th a t w ere  just rea lly  dynam ic and  real fun  
an d  easy go ing . I just loved  their classes. [We did] a  lo t of hands-on  [activities] 
and  they w ere  ju st neat people" (Vol. I, p . 29).
O ne inc iden t involv ing  anim als w h ich  D ebbie rem em bers w as not a
p leasant one. It w as her first snake experience and  sh e  recalls,
It w as terrib le  because [the teacher] passed  a ro u n d  a box and  in  the shoe 
box w as a snake. [This teacher] w as a real crack u p ; he  w as ju st hilarious.
. . .  H e p u t  the snake in  the box, [but] he  d id n 't tell u s it w as alive so I 
assum ed i t  w as dead. So I 'm  like pok in g  it and  it 's  h issing and  I'm  just like 
ahhhhh! I d id n 't  know  it w as alive! (Vol. I, p. 76)
W hen D ebbie got close to g rad u a tin g  from  h ig h  school, she realized 
th a t she n eed ed  to m ake decisions reg a rd in g  her career. C oncerning this 
decision she said ,
I talked to  m y  parents abou t w ha t I like  doing. [I thought], W hat do I like 
doing? W h at do  I enjoy doing? W here do  I see m yse lf in  ten  years? I
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alw ays loved science and  I alw ays loved w orking w ith  k ids. I alw ays liked 
being outdoors. A nd I ju s t though t th a t teaching w as som eth ing  th a t 
w ould give m e an  oppo rtun ity , especially being a science teacher, to take 
m y class ou tdoors an d  d o  th ings hands on. The m ain th in g  was the science 
and ye t I w a sn 't really  in te rested  in  being som e of the  th in g s tha t w o u ld  go 
w ith science like [being] a n u r s e . . . .  So I felt like teaching w as a good 
[choice].. . .  I ju st had  som e teachers I really  respected a n d  I thought th a t 
they seem ed like they  loved  their jobs. I ju s t had  a lo t o f respect for them  
and I thought, boy, [teaching] w ould  be ju s t a  neat th ing  to  do. (Vol. I, p . 29)
Debbie also sees h e r in te res t in  teaching m iddle school students as
beginning in h igh  school. She recalled,
Back w hen  I w as in  h igh  school I was a cheerleader an d  ju s t involved  in  a 
lot of d iffe re n t. . .  g roups. If I had  an opportun ity  to w o rk  w ith  kids 
younger than  m yself, I a lw ays took those opportunities, like cheerleading 
c a m p .. . .  I alw ays ju s t th o u g h t it w as fun  to w ork w ith  . . . m iddle school 
kids. (Vol. I, p. 28)
Debbie recalls her underg raduate  years as difficult because she m issed 
her family. She did, how ever, "[travel] hom e quite  a b it on  the  w eekends 
[and] b rough t hom e all the  lau n d ry "  (Vol. I, p . 81). M issing fam ily w as m ade a 
b it easier since D ebbie's best friend from high school w en t to  the sam e college 
she d id  and  the tw o w ere room m ates. Debbie recalled, "T hat w as a real strong  
help having such a close friend there. [College was] busy. I w orked  . . . o d d  jobs 
to help pay  the cost because m y fam ily's no t real wealthy. Fortunately  I h ad  
som e scholarships" (Vol. I, p . 81).
S tuden t teaching w as a positive experience for D ebbie. She said,
I studen t taugh t w ith  th ird  g raders w ho w ere  so c u te .. . .  M y only problem  
w ith s tu d en t teaching w as . . .  a 50-m inute com m ute. T hat m ade it  tough . 
. . .  It w as h a rd  to  be th a t y oung  and be on  the  road th a t long. I w ished  I 
w ould have gotten  p laced  c lo se r .. . .  But I enjoyed [studen t teaching]. . . .  I 
had  a really  good superv ising  teacher and  good  staff I w as w orking w ith  
and g reat kids. (Vol. I, p . 81)
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Becom ing an Educator
After g raduating  from  college, Debbie m oved even farther aw ay from 
her fam ily and w orked  as a  substitu te  teacher. She said, "I was kind of like a 
build ing sub . . .  and  then  I w as also their assistant track coach" (Vol. I, p. 81). 
Since she was so involved w ith  th is one school, she w as confident o f being 
offered a position w hen  the school had  an  opening. T hat d id  no t w ork  ou t for 
her, how ever, and  she took a job in  a  different d istrict teaching seventh- and 
eighth-grade science.
Debbie began taking g radua te  classes once she secured a full tim e
teaching position so her life becam e very busy. She said,
I w as teaching and  going to school a t the  same time. It was tough. That was 
a lo t of work, b u t I felt it w as really  im portant. I gained  a lot of science 
know ledge because I go t m y m aster's  in  elem entary ed bu t I had  a focus on 
science. All m y electives . . .  w ere  science related. It w as great [because] I got 
a lo t o f inform ation that I shared  w ith  the kids and  a lo t of hands-on 
science that I w as able to b ring  into the classroom. (Vol. I, p. 31)
T hough Debbie's career w as w ell underw ay  she m issed her family and 
continued traveling 4 hours to be  hom e o n  w eekends to spend time w ith  her 
parents. She w ould also spend  the  entire sum m er w ith  her parents.
Debbie has taugh t a variety  of grades during her 12 years as a teacher. 
A fter beginning as a science teacher for G rades 7 and 8, she got transferred to 
teaching th ird  grade. A fter she g o t m arried , she needed to relocate and find a 
another job. This job began as fifth- and  sixth-grade science, b u t then she took 
a fifth-grade self-contained classroom . For 6 years Debbie com m uted alm ost 2 
hours per day to teach. Periodically du ring  this tim e she w ould go through 
the process of apply ing  for a  teaching position in districts tha t w ere closer to 
her hom e, bu t it w as no t un til the  sum m er before I m et her that Debbie found
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h er current position.
I asked Debbie w h a t k ep t her in  teaching du ring  her first few years,
tim es of upheaval, m issing h e r family, an d  energy  expended  on g raduate
classes. Debbie replied,
I always really enjoyed w orking  w ith  kids. I . .  . enjoyed the satisfaction I 
go t from m y jo b . . . .  I h a d  a really, really supportive  staff that I w as 
w orking with, fellow m entoring  type of teachers. [I had] people I could  go 
and  talk to and  know  th a t  I could [tell them ] the tru th . [I knew] they  
w eren 't really going to judge  me o r act like I w as a bad  teacher because I 
m ade a m istake or I d id  som ething th a t m aybe I sh o u ld n 't have done w ith  
a parent o r a child. I h ad  people tha t I could  really  call friends and [felt] like 
I could spill m y guts. (Vol. I, p. 84)
D uring her years as a  teacher, Debbie has seen changes in  her approach  
to students:
I've learned a lo t about k ids over the years . . . and  th a t you can get m ore 
ou t of a bee w ith  honey th an  you can w ith  vinegar! . . . [Earlier] I had  a 
"These are the rules [attitude]." . . .  I d id n 't  really  care if [the students] liked 
me or they d id n 't  like m e because I w as try ing  to teach them  the 
curriculum . [I] w asn 't extrem ely com passionate. (Vol. I, p . 38)
Debbie saw  som e of her students pass from  one g rade  to the next,
having the sam e problem s each  year. This m otiva ted  her to reach o u t to
students. She explained,
I've gone tha t extra m ile o r done extra th ings for them . [I've had] a lo t of 
discussions w ith  them  a n d  I've seen som e changes in  their behavior and  
im provem ents tha t are g ra tify in g .. . .  I m ay  n o t be able to move 
m ountains, b u t if I can ju s t  help a little b it  to  change som e of the negative 
things tha t they do o r som e of the problem s th a t they  have [I'm pleased]. It 
makes so m uch m ore sense to try tha t th an  to  alw ays beat your head  up  
against a wall because th e ) /re  not doing  exactly w h a t you  tell them  to do.
. . .  I've learned  tha t if y o u  try  . . .  there 's  a  lo t you  can do. Sometimes it 
takes a lo t of tim e and  energy , and som etim es it d o esn 't w ork  either. . . . 
You have to  realize th a t w hen  kids go hom e a n d  their environm ent 
doesn 't su p p o rt w hat y o u 're  doing tha t som etim es it 's  very, very, very  
difficult to m ake a change. . . . Som etim es it 's  really  h ard  that you ju st 
d o n 't know  how  to help . (Vol. I, p . 39)
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Debbie no w  takes tim e to  get w ell-acquainted w ith  her students and 
seeks to understand  w h a t is happen ing  in  their lives. N ow  she seeks answ ers 
to questions, "W hy are they  hav ing  difficulty  in m y  class? W hy are they 
unhappy? W hy are they m isbehaving?" (Vol. I, p . 39). F ind ing  answers to 
these questions has helped  Debbie u n d ers tan d  "w hy  [her studen ts are] m aking 
the choices they 're  m aking" (Vol. I, p. 39).
"M y Best Friend"
It was no t until D ebbie m et and  m arried  Jim th a t  she m oved back into
the M ichiana area. She said,
I w as thrilled because I h a d  an opp o rtu n ity  to m ove back w hich was 
w onderful. . . . All along I really  w an ted  to m ove back, I ju st needed that 
road , that avenue. Then it  w as hard  to  th ink  a b o u t leaving  all the people 
I 'd  developed such close relationships w ith, bu t I despera te ly  missed m y 
fam ily . . .  and  I d id  w a n t to  be w ith  Jim! (Vol. I, p . 83-84)
Jim plays an  in tegral ro le in D ebbie's life and  she  credits him  with
shap ing  who she is. She said,
G etting m arried  . . .  w as like finding m y  best friend  in  life. [I feel] very 
fortunate to know  th a t no  m atter w h a t happens in  m y  life, he will be there 
for me. I th ink  it's  rare  to  find  som ebody that you  can count on that m uch. 
I am  very, very  fo rtunate  to  have som ebody like [Jim] in  m y life. (Vol. I, p. 
90)
Debbie surp rised  m e by  saying, "I th in k  one th in g  th a t m akes me a
good  teacher is th a t I have a  good  m arriage" (Vol. I, p . 44). W hen she
elaborated, I understood  h e r com m ent:
I can come to w ork  and  I d o n 't  have an y  kind of personal issues outside of 
m y job that m aybe w o u ld  cause m e unhappiness. [Jim] comes in and he 
helps m e a lo t if I need  som ething  d o n e  here. For instance, I'm  w orking 
on  m y com puter and  I n eed  m y  g rades entered, h e 'll come and  he'll read  
the grades off so th a t I can  ju st type th em  in  w ith o u t hav ing  to  look back 
an d  forth. H e'll g rade p ap ers  for m e o r he lp  ru n  off d ittos. So that's k ind  of 
a nice thing too tha t helps m e be a b e tte r  teacher, hav ing  th a t extra crutch
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of help. . . .  He also respects m y need for . . . time w hen I come hom e. [My 
need  for] not w atching TV and having qu ie t time to do  m y w ork. H e 
respects m y need to bring m y job hom e. H e  supports m e in  th a t . . . .  [A 
good marriage] helps [me] to be a m ore energetic and good teacher because 
I 'm  no t bringing issues from  hom e or hav ing  any k ind  of personal [crisis]. 
(Vol. I, p . 44)
Jim shares Debbie's love for the ou tdoors and  her desire to be p a rt  of
his in terests have m otivated  her to b roaden  h e r interests. Debbie said,
W e've gone deer hunting , pheasan t hun ting , [but] no t rabbits. I like rabbits 
too well. . . .  It w as interesting, n o t because I'm  interested in hunting , b u t 
because I'm  willing to try  som ething new . . . .  I w ent to enjoy his passion. 
. . .  I th ink  he hoped th a t I w ould  becom e a  huntress, b u t I d id n 't  enjoy 
[his] passion that well. I like to go for na tu re  walks and  things like that, bu t 
I d o n 't  really enjoy the h u n t the w ay tha t he  d o e s .. . .  It w as fascinating to 
be o u t there and it w as real in teresting too to  be in the w oods on th e  first 
day  of gun  hunting season and  hear all the  shots. I w as petrified because 
you  hear all these shots and  you think, "G eez, I hope tha t bullet is no t 
com ing any closer!" (Vol. I, p. 42)
I found Debbie's love for anim als and  h e r com passionate, n u rtu rin g
n atu re  to be contradictory w ith  her a ttitude  to w ard  hunting  anim als. I asked
h er abou t i t  and she explained her reasoning:
I look a t it from the perspective of w e ea t m eat, and som e anim als in  the 
w intertim e struggle for survival because th ere 's  only so m uch food 
av a ilab le .. . .  We eat all the m eat and  w e tan  the hides. . . . [Jim] m akes 
th ings o u t of the h id e s .. . .  I look a t it from  a practical standpoint. . . .  A  lot 
of the stuff that he gets in  the w oods we b rin g  into the classroom. I've  [got] 
his turkey  fee t.. . .  I 've got the tu rkey  feathers. I've got a deer head; I 've got 
som e of his antlers. So a lo t of the stuff I can  b ring  in  and  talk  to the  kids 
a b o u t. . . .  [Jim is] extrem ely accurate so I know  that w hen he takes a  shot, 
it 's  a  very good chance th a t it's  going to be a  quick kill type of s h o t . . . .  I 
accept hunting. It's  n o t m y favorite thing, b u t  I accept it. (Vol. I, pp . 42-43)
It w as w ith Jim 's help  th a t Debbie w as able to deal w ith  her fear of 
snakes w hich began du ring  her elem entary school years. W hen one o f 
D ebbie's students chanted, "Girls are afraid of snakes; girls are afraid o f 
snakes" (Vol. I, p. 77), Debbie decided tha t she needed  to deal w ith  this fear.
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She explained:
I w ent hom e and h ad  m y husband catch a snake because he 's  very  unafraid 
of sn ak es .. .  . W e sa t dow n  for probably three hours and he helped  me 
overcome [my fear] b y  . . .  in little increm ents ge tting  me to the point 
where I could hand le  the  snake. I w as able to go in to  m y [classroom w ith a 
snake] after I had  [one] a t m y house for awhile, an d  I got really  accustom ed 
to handling it. [It] w as extremely hard  because I w as drop-dead  frightened 
of snakes, as frightened  as any kid that I've ever know n. I w as deathly 
afraid of snakes. I overcam e my fears and I w as able to  confidently come 
into the classroom  a n d  handle the snake. Since then  I've been able to help 
a lot of . . . kids overcom e their fear because I know  w hat th a t fear is like.
. . .  That's w hy I really  like having a classroom snake for a p e t because I 
think that a lo t of k id s are  just naturally  afraid of snakes, b u t w hen  they 
see other kids hand ling  it  they [think it is] no big deal. (Vol. I, p . 77)
When I asked D ebbie if she talks to Jim about school, she laughed  and
said, "Oh yeah. The p o o r sucker!" (Vol. I, p. 85). She w en t on to say,
He helps m e a lo t by m aking  me laugh about som ething  tha t m aybe I 
needed to laugh  about, to ju st let it go. [He gives] m e some ideas on how  to 
deal w ith things. H e 's  a supervisor [at work] so he deals w ith people all the 
time too. H e 's real good  a t saying, "Well, you know , m aybe you should 
have done this." H e 's  a good listener. (Vol. I, p . 85)
The w ay Jim lives his life has challenged Debbie. She explained, "He 
lives his life . . . ju st savoring  every day. [He has helped] me to realize that I 
need to be tha t w ay too. . . . H e just treats people well a n d  does th ings for 
people" (Vol. I, p. 84)
Debbie's Classroom 
A ppearance
Debbie's classroom  is one of tw o science room s in  the sixth-grade w ing. 
W hen entering the six th-grade wing, one is w elcom ed w ith  a banner, "Oh, 
the Places You'll Go," announcing  this year's them e for sixth grade. Inside 
Debbie's classroom  I see a  connection to the them e on  one of her bulletin
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
45
boards; there is a p ic tu re  of a scientist and  the  phrase, "O h, the chem istry w e 
w ill do." O ther item s in  D ebbie's room  include character-building posters and 
th ings unique to a science classroom . Some of the posters I saw  read: 
"Tolerance is seeing w ith  y o u r heart," "Success comes in  CANS n o t in 
cannots," and  "N o one is a failure w ho keeps trying." D ebbie also identifies 
the scientific m ethod  o n  one wall: Purpose, hypothesis, experim ent, analysis, 
an d  conclusion.
Several large cabinets w ith  glass doors hold  the skulls of various 
anim als and  o ther anim al artifacts. Charlie, the pet snake, has his ow n 
terrarium  w ith  an  easily  rem ovable lid, a llow ing studen ts  to play w ith  him  
during  the day. Debbie also has some goldfish in her classroom .
Debbie's room  appears to be divided in to  two sections though there is 
no  actual divider. O n th e  one side are ind iv idual s tu d en t desks resting  on the 
inside of b righ t yellow  tennis balls. The second half of the room  has lab tables 
surrounded  w ith  chairs. W hite boards ru n  the  entire leng th  of the room , 
m aking it easy for Debbie to use the board regardless of w here  studen ts are 
sitting. An over-stuffed chair rests in one com er of the room ; how ever, I 
never saw anyone sitting  in  this chair d u ring  m y visits. Tall w indow s 
opposite the classroom 's en trance  allow na tu ra l light in to  the classroom  
though  they face ano ther w ing  of the build ing. Debbie also has her ow n 
storage room  and  an  office w ith  doorw ays in to  her classroom , bu t I only 
occasionally noticed h e r u sing  them . She alw ays seem ed to  be in the 
classroom  o r hallw ay su rro u n d e d  by her students.
O n several occasions, I noticed unusual additions to  Debbie's 
classroom. In the dead  o f w in ter she had  a vase of cut flow ers brightening  up
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the raised lab table she uses as a desk. These flowers qu ietly  perform ed the 
task  of cheering up  the  classroom , unlike the Furby w ho visited her 
classroom  another day.
Furby belonged to one of the studen ts and  Debbie h ad  the task of 
babysitting him w hile  the stu d en t w as absent. His presence got the students 
excited even though  he began the period  by  sleeping. In  the  m idst of Debbie 
m aking  an  im portan t announcem ent, Furby aw akened and  began talking. 
W ith  som e difficulty Debbie quieted the studen ts dow n an d  said w ith 
laughter, "I'll talk  abou t Furby in  a second" (Vol. I, p. 49). W hen she d id  tu rn  
her attention to Furby, she told the students th a t she w as "excited to actually 
see one" because the only one she had  seen until now  w as on  TV (Vol. I, p. 
49). Debbie then to ld  the students she does n o t know  m uch  about Furby and 
go t them  to share abou t Furbys they have a t hom e by ask ing  them w ho owns 
one, w ha t they look like, and  w h a t they do.
C urricu lum  and  Instruction  
Debbie begins each day  w ith  an advisory group of sixth graders, teaches 
five sections of six th-grade science during  the  day, and  th en  teaches an  
exploratory science class the last period  of the  day. T hroughou t each 
responsibility assum ed by Debbie, I saw  her caring, nu rtu rin g , m otherly 
na tu re  reaching o u t to  students.
I rarely saw  D ebbie sit dow n  during  class times. She w as always w here 
the studen ts were. In  the m orn ing  as studen ts filtered in to  the classroom , she 
w as available to w elcom e them , betw een classes she w as b u sy  answ ering 
questions or chatting about a studen t7s personal life, a n d  du ring  class she was 
roam ing  the room . W hen Debbie to ld  m e h e r  favorite quote, "One on  her feet
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is w orth  three in her seat" (Vol. I, p . 45), I recognized how  effectively she 
em bodies this tru th .
As I look back o n  m y experiences in D ebbie's classroom , I feel like there  
w as alw ays som ething unusual happening. W hen I contacted her in 
D ecem ber she talked abou t special holiday activities the sixth grade team  w as 
planning, there were a num ber of field trips, a video to go w ith a trade b o o k  
they read, special review s for sem ester exams, an interdisciplinary M edieval 
Times unit, job shadow ing, and science fair projects. I finally concluded th a t 
the unusual m ust be the  norm in  D ebbie's school.
A d v iso ry
Debbie's view of her advisory group falls well w ithin  the purpose
generally  identified in  the literature. Cole (1992), This We Believe (NMSA,
1995), and  Turning Points (Carnegie Council, 1989) discuss the need for
m iddle  schoolers to be know n well by  a t least one adu lt who is in touch w ith
studen ts ' personal and  academic needs. Through a variety  of activities, D ebbie
w orks to  establish relationships w ith  students in  her advisory group. She
explained her goals:
I th ink  tha t it is a really im portant quality for a teacher to show in terest [in 
kids] beyond the classroom  setting, to show  in terest in  w hat kind of life 
they are leading a t hom e and w h a t kinds of things they  do outside of 
school, to get to know  them beyond just [the classroom]. A dvisory he lp s  
w ith  t h a t . . .  because that is the first group I have in  the m orning and  I 
tend  to talk to them  a little b it m ore and get a little b it closer to them . (Vol. 
I, p. 75)
Science
The w ritten curriculum  is im portan t to Debbie and  she w orks h a rd  to  
ensure th a t students a re  prepared  for the next grade level. I asked her w h a t
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guides h e r curriculum  and she responded:
We have a list of objectives th a t w ere [developed] by a . .  . science 
com m ittee. . . .  H ow  you m ee t y o u r objective is up  to you, b u t there is a  list 
of objectives th a t w e are responsib le  to teach so tha t w hen  the kids g e t in to  
seven th  grade a n d  the seven th -g rade  teacher m entions . . . "k ingdom s" the  
k ids have som e preknow ledge. W hen she ge ts the  kids in  seventh  g rade , 
she will assum e th a t they  h av e  h ad  exposure to that concept, classification, 
an d  th a t will n o t be all n ew  inform ation. So there  are th ings tha t I am  
supposed  to teach this year to  help  lead them  in  seventh grade. O f course 
th a t all ties in to  MEAP [M ichigan Educational A ssessm ent Program ] 
testing. (Vol. I, pp . 36-37)
D ebbie's u ltim ate goal fo r h e r students, how ever, is n o t m erely
preparing  them  for the  next g rad e  level or covering a textbook. She explained:
I th in k  that you can teach science o u t of a book  o r  you can teach science by 
exposing the k ids to  science. Those are really tw o different w ays of 
teaching. We have a book . . . an d  we look a t  the  book as som ething th a t 
w e have as a tool, b u t if I d id  n o t have a book th a t w ould be okay too. It is 
som ething th a t w e have th a t is available to us, and  it is n o t that w e do  n o t 
use it. We do use  it because there  ju st are som e kids w ho benefit from  the 
security  of know ing  that th ey  have  a book. B ut I think it is m ore 
im portan t to do science and  to  see things and  do  labs, talk  about it and  
experience [science] m ore th an  the book can provide (Vol. I, p. 36).
I have . . .  a real big responsibility  to [help] k ids to  love science, n o t to  learn  
science, b u t enjoy science a n d  w a n t to . . . p u rsu e  science. I th ink  if they  are 
bored  or they are no t exposed to  a lo t of exciting things th a t they m ay see 
science as kind of a boring . . . n o t very in teresting  sort of area. (Vol. I, p .
37)
A s their teacher, Debbie seeks to  teach h e r  students m uch m ore th an  
science content. She w ants them  "to  be excited abou t learning new  things, to  
see w h a t they are really  capable of, [to take] responsibility  for their ow n actions 
and  learning, and  [learn] tha t th ey  can control th e ir behavior" (Vol. I, p . 41). 
Debbie said, "The m ost im p o rtan t g ift I can give them  is ju st the gift of 
enjoying school and w anting  to  b e  here" (Vol. I, p . 41). As I w atched D ebbie 
relate to  her students, I saw  h e r m ak ing  indiv idual students feel w elcom e and
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p a rt of the classroom . H er easy-going cheerfulness creates a w arm , accepting 
a tm osphere  in her classroom .
Debbie is a s tro n g  p roponen t of utilizing teachable m om ents in  the 
classroom . She saw  th is  in  the science teachers she adm ired  and  from  whom  
she learned  the m ost. H aving Charlie, the p e t snake, in  h e r classroom  
p rov ided  an o p p o rtu n ity  for such a  m om ent. O ne w eekend  C harlie shed his 
skin, so, on M onday, D ebbie show ed h e r studen ts the  skin and talked  about 
w hat h ad  happened. E ven though it  d id  not fit in to  D ebbie 's w ritten  
curriculum , she chose to  discuss th is w ith  the s tu d en ts  because C harlie was 
their p e t and they w ere  interested in  the  fact th a t h e  h ad  shed  his skin. Debbie 
said, "If you can ge t off tangent you  can som etim es [teach] m ore than  just 
sticking to the pages [of the textbook]" (Vol. I, p . 76).
Sem ester exam s
W hen Debbie first told me h e r sixth g raders needed  to take sem ester 
exam s, she m entioned  th a t she feels so rry  for them . This w ou ld  be their first 
experience in tak ing  sem ester exam s an d  the s tu d en ts  w ere  p re tty  scared and 
nervous about it. D ebbie and the o th er sixth-grade science teacher w orked 
together to m ake u p  the  science exam , they p rep a red  rev iew  packets for the 
students, and  w ere spend ing  class tim e review ing an d  p reparing  for the exam. 
The entire  six th-grade team  voted to  have exam scores account for only  10% 
of the studen ts ' g rades though the seven th  and e ig h th  g rad e rs ' sem ester exam 
scores com posed 20% of their sem ester average.
O ne of m y v isits to  D ebbie's classroom  coincided w ith  a rev iew  day for 
the sem ester exam. T his topic w as o f u tm ost concern  to studen ts an d  they 
im m ediately began discussing the exam  w hen class began. O ne s tu d en t
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com plained, "[The inform ation] doesn 't stay  in  m y head th a t long" (Vol. I, p. 
18). Debbie chuckled a t th is  com m ent and  began  giving studen ts m nem onic 
devices for recalling inform ation . She sym pathized , "It is a lo t to rem em ber" 
(Vol. I, p . 18). A nother s tu d en t asked, "If I fail [the exam], w ill I go to seventh  
grade?" (Vol. I, p. 18) and  again  Debbie chuckled sym pathetically and referred 
to students ' review  packets. She kep t telling them  that there  w ould be no 
surprises on  the exam an d  if they  studied  the  things in their review  packets 
they should  do  well. She also m entioned th a t paying careful attention w hile 
the class p layed  bingo w o u ld  help  them  p rep are  for the exam.
Debbie asked studen ts  to  w rite vocabulary w ords from  the list she 
distributed on  yellow bingo boards while she took attendance. After studen ts 
finished w riting  the w ords on the  boards, they  w ere to m ove over to the  lab 
tables w here  they w ould p lay  bingo. T hroughout this time, students 
continued to  express concern ab o u t their sem ester exam an d  Debbie kep t 
reassuring them , "You will be in  good shape as long as you study  right. I 
prom ise" (Vol. I, p. 18).
Once studen ts arrived  a t the lab tables, their first task  w as to cut green 
strips of p ap e r into  small squares to use as m arkers during  the  bingo gam e. 
W hen the class w as ready  to  begin playing, Debbie explained the rules. She 
w ould  read  a  definition to  s tu d en ts  and  they  w ere to search for the vocabulary 
w ord  on  their bingo boards an d  cover the w o rd  w ith their g reen  squares. 
S tudents w ere  allow ed to  qu ietly  share answ ers w ith others sitting in  their 
group. W inners w ould  be allow ed to  choose a  goodie ou t of the  treat box.
Since Debbie w anted  as m an y  studen ts as possible to be w inners, only w inners 
w ould  clear their boards w h en  they  had  b ingo and  the rest of the class w ou ld
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sim ply leave the ir squares o n  the ir boards.
Debbie sa t on the edge of an  em pty lab table to read  the  definitions to 
students, an d  she kep t p u ttin g  the pencil she w as ho ld ing  beh ind  her ear. 
W hen a s tu d en t yelled b ingo, she got excited herself. A t one  po in t a s tu d en t 
said, "I th ink  I go t som ething" to which Debbie responded , "So you say?"
(Vol. I, p . 19) w hile gestu ring  w ildly  w ith he r arm s for h im  to say bingo. To 
another s tu d en t w ho go t b ingo, Debbie said, "So you are a w inner! You w ere 
so w orried ab o u t the science exam !" (Vol. I, p . 19). Once s tu d en ts  said 
"Bingo!" Debbie asked them  to read  off their w ords and checked to see if they 
had  covered the correct w ords. She also asked  students to p ick  a treat o u t of 
the treat box and  soon I saw  studen ts eating treats.
Periodically during  th e  gam e Debbie w alked a round  the  room  to see 
how  students w ere  p rogressing  w ith their b ingo cards. She m ade encouraging 
comments, "I see  som e peop le  th a t are p re tty  close" (Vol. I, p . 19) and "Be real 
good listeners rig h t now " (Vol. I, p . 20). A t one po in t an  en tire  group of girls 
yelled "Bingo!" and  Debbie s tepped  back in  astonishm ent. A nother tim e a 
studen t th o u g h t he  had b ingo, b u t w hen he  read  off his w o rd s , Debbie said, 
"W e have n o t u sed  'a to m s ' yet. Bummer! I am  sorry" (Vol. I, p . 20). O ne 
studen t eagerly to ld  Debbie th a t he was close to  getting b ingo, and Debbie 
responded, "I have m y fingers crossed!" (Vol. I, p . 20).
I w as in trigued  by  D ebbie 's facial expressions and  gestu res during  bingo. 
She sm iled an d  nodded  a t s tu d en ts  read ing  off their b ingo w ords, w hen  she 
read  a defin ition  she looked  a ro u n d  the room  w ith  a  hopefu l expression, and  
she often said, "Yeah!" w h en  som eone g o t b ingo (Vol. I, p . 20). T hroughout 
the  entire gam e, Debbie com m unicated w ith  her body language  and  w ords
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that she genu ine ly  w anted  studen ts to be successful.
A t the  close of the period , Debbie told studen ts she had four th ings to 
tell them before the  bell rings: Please rem em ber to go  to bed  early tonight, 
m ake su re  y o u  ea t breakfast in  the m orning, m ake su re  you  take y o u r review  
packet hom e and  study, an d  d o  not let yourself get stressed  out. She rem inded 
them again  th a t there w ou ld  be  "no surprises" on the  exam  and the 
inform ation covered in the  review  packet is w ha t w o u ld  be on the exam  (Vol. 
I, p. 20). A s she dism issed the  students she said, "I w an t each and every  one of 
you to w alk  o u t of here w ith  an  A+ tom orrow " (Vol. I, pp . 20-21). A fter the 
students left, Debbie confided in  me that it m akes h e r sad to know  th a t some 
of the s tu d en ts  w ill not do  w ell on the exam because they  will no t take  it 
seriously an d  s tudy  for it.
M edieval T im es u n it
I have  to adm it th a t w h en  Debbie first talked to  m e about the sixth- 
grade team 's  p lans for a M edieval Times in terd iscip linary  unit, I w ondered  
how  science fit in to  this ty p e  o f unit. I had  forgotten, how ever, about the 
Bubonic P lague. Debbie u sed  th is opportun ity  to in troduce  students to  using 
m icroscopes an d  they d id  a sim ulation of the p lague w hich  the s tuden ts  
enjoyed a n d  I found  fascinating.
P rio r to  the  sim ulation, Debbie's studen ts learned  about the possible 
causes and  cure  for the p lague. A video they  w atched show ed how  peop le 's  
reactions to  the  p lague ran g ed  from  extrem e fear to v iew ing it fatalistically to 
assum ing i t  h a d  supernatu ral causes. I w as im pressed  w ith  the w ay Debbie 
attem pted  to  m ake the Bubonic Plague som ething s tu d en ts  could u n d ers tan d  
and  relate to; she and  the class concluded tha t people in  the  M iddle A ges
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m ust have had the sam e feelings ab o u t the plague as w e do today about AIDS 
and  cancer. We are afraid o f them  and  w e w ant som eone to find a cure.
For the sim ulation studen ts  w ere  given d ifferent roles tha t villagers 
w ould  have had during  M edieval Times. Each stu d en t w as also given a bag 
w ith  his or her job description a n d  a list of villagers to  visit. O n the inside of 
the bag  w ere 10 beans. The bags of studen ts playing select roles contained 
seven w hite beans and three black beans. As students visited their fellow 
villagers, they needed to take a b ean  from  the villager's bag. If a studen t got a 
black bean  from som eone's bag, they  needed  to roll a d ie  to find o u t how  
m any of their white beans to exchange for black beans. Once a studen t had  10 
black beans in his or her bag, he o r she had  died because of the plague and  had  
to lay m otionless in the m orgue located  a t the back of the classroom.
Students enjoyed the sim ulation  trem endously  though there w as a 
problem  keeping those in the m orgue  quiet. Debbie to ld  me she also enjoyed 
the sim ulation bu t tha t next tim e she w ould  do th ings differently. She said 
she w ould  like to ask either p a ren ts  o r  o lder students to help because there 
w ere  a num ber of th ings in  the sim u la tion  which n eed ed  m onitoring such as 
exchanging beans, keeping stu d en ts  focused, and keep ing  the "dead" quietly 
contained in the m orgue. The o th er th ing  Debbie reg re tted  was tha t they had 
a  field trip  planned the follow ing d ay  w hich did n o t allow  her to  discuss the 
sim ulation  w ith students w hile i t  w as fresh in their m inds.
Science projects
Since this was D ebbie's first y ea r teaching sixth g rade  at this particular 
school, there were several estab lished  sixth-grade trad itions for w hich she w as 
unprepared . One of these h ap p en ed  to  be a science project. In her
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conversations w ith  students, Debbie stru g g led  to  use the  w ords "science 
project" instead  of "sdence fair." In the p a s t she had her students do projects 
for a science fair and  the new  vocabulary w as difficult for her to adjust to. In 
this particular school all sixth graders w ere required  to do a "science project" 
bu t only those w ho  specifically w anted to  en tered  a separate  "science fair." M y 
visits to D ebbie's classroom ended before the students com pleted their 
projects, b u t D ebbie's response to the beg inn ing  of the projects speak to her 
caring nu rtu rance  of students and her desire  to help them  experience success.
To help stim ulate students ' th inking  abou t possible topics for their 
sdence projects, Debbie and her fellow sd en ce  teacher gathered  a num ber of 
sdence books fo r students to peruse. The first step was to sim ply look th rough  
the books, record  ideas, and  note the book  an d  page num ber in which they 
found the idea. W hile looking through the  books for ideas, the students w ere 
also instructed to  ask  Debbie questions and  discuss their ideas w ith her.
Students struggled w ith  the process an d  Debbie em pathized w ith them . 
While students w ere  looking a t the books, D ebbie seem ed to  be everyw here a t 
once helping students. She w as virtually sw allow ed u p  by  the students 
because of her petite  stature. Even so, D ebbie patien tly  and  persistently 
questioned and  probed students. Though the deadline for m aking a decision 
was at hand, Debbie stressed tha t she w an ted  students to w ork  on  som ething 
they found genuinely  interesting and d id  n o t w an t them  to m ake a hu rried  
decision just to  m eet the deadline.
Since studen ts  needed to  do these projects ind iv idually  or in  pairs, 
Debbie w as constantly  jum ping  from  one conversation to the  next. She w ent 
from discussing a project w hich involved p lan ting  beans in  different types of
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soil and  w arning the girls tha t the seeds m ig h t die, to  a m ale s tu d e n t w ho 
w an ted  to do som ething that w ou ld  explode. A nother studen t to ld  Debbie 
th a t his aun t is "in to  chem istry" (Vol. I, p. 58) and  w ould  be v isiting  him  that 
evening. Debbie suggested th a t he  brow se th ro u g h  the chem istry books for 
ideas and then talk  to  his aun t for m ore d irection . O ne girl in form ed Debbie 
th a t her m other to ld  her she w as n o t allow ed to hatch baby chicks. D ebbie 
com m ented tha t baby chicks w ou ld  be a b ig  investm ent and th a t g iv ing  them  
up  after the project is hard. It is easy to get a ttached  to baby chicks, b u t 
chickens do  no t m ake good pets. Tw o girls w ere  in terested in do ing  
som ething in  the m edical field so Debbie suggested  they  test for the am ount 
of fat in various foods. W hen one o f the g irls asked if they could test for fats 
in  pizza, Debbie called that an  "orig inal idea" (Vol. I, p . 51) and suggested  they 
include their parents in the project. T hough D ebbie gave suggestions, probed 
studen ts ' thinking, discussed possible problem s, kep t the students on  task, 
an d  heaped encouragem ent on  the studen ts , she m ade it clear th a t studen ts, 
w ith  the approval of their parents, needed  to  m ake their ow n decision 
concerning their science project.
Exploratory Class
I asked Debbie to describe the  difference betw een the exploratory  class 
she offered and her regular science classes. In  response to m y question  she 
said:
The academic expectations are  a lo t lo w e r . . . .  It is ju s t supposed  to  be a 
little b it of an in troduction  to  sp a rk  som e in te rest in  an  area. . .  . T here is 
n o t a test; there is n o t a quiz. G enerally  th e re  m ay n o t be any hom ew ork  a t 
all. It is a  real relaxed high in terest, gee th em  to talk, get them  to learn  
som ething abou t the  topic [class]. . . .  N orm ally  everybody w alks aw ay  w ith  
an  A. It is m ore of a participatory  so rt of experience. . . .  You have to really 
m ess up  no t to do  w ell in e x p lo ra to ry .. . .  I t  is a h igh  success feeling class
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which is great. They w alk  aw ay feeling like they d id  a g rea t job in 
exp lo ra to ry .. . .  It is a good w ay to end  the day because it is real high 
interest. I th ink  by seven th  hour w hen  you  are 12 years o ld  an d  you've 
been going th ro u g h  the day  you are tired  by seventh hour. You are kind of 
overw helm ed. Y ou've g o t a lo t o f hom ew ork, m aybe you have a lot of 
things on you r m ind  . . .  so i t  is k ind  of nice to come in  and  do  som ething 
that is real h igh in terest and  fun. . . .  It is pretty  safe . . .  and  the teachers 
love it. (Vol. I, pp . 32-33)
In the exploratory  class Debbie offered, 1 day in  each cycle w as spent 
dissecting lungs. W hen I to ld  her I really  w anted  to observe th a t day, she 
w arned m e that the  studen ts get very  excited and ra ther w ild  because this is 
usually one of the ir first dissecting experiences. She also to ld  m e th a t I may 
w ant to w ear old clothes because it is a  b loody project. D ebbie's w arnings d id  
no t deter me, and  I doub ted  tha t I w ould  find the cow lungs she talked  about 
disgusting since I g rew  up  on  a farm  and  as a child had  w atched m y dad  and 
neighbors butcher a cow. In retrospect, I should  have taken  D ebbie's cautions 
m ore seriously because I w as unprepared  for w hat I w itnessed.
W hen I w alked  in to  the  classroom , students and  Debbie h ad  already 
donned black garbage bags w ith  holes for heads and arm s. Everyone was 
wearing w hite latex gloves and  the lab tables were covered w ith  black garbage 
bags. After giving students, w ho w ere too excited to really  listen, last-m inute 
directions, Debbie calmly reached in to  a large plastic garbage can and  began 
distributing huge m ounds of cow organs to each of the four g roups of 
students. S tudents began  groaning, som e ran  to the opposite side of the room, 
others began touching  and  exploring their specimens, an d  som e students 
began predicting w hich of their peers w ould  throw  u p  som etim e during  the 
period. Debbie continued passing  o u t specim ens, m erely chuckling at 
students ' reactions.
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Eventually students got busy follow ing directions on  their lab sheets 
and  Debbie offered assistance as needed. As she circulated am ong the tables, I 
heard  her com m ent to various students: "Oh, good job!" "T hat is the 
aw esom e part!" "I am  so p roud  of you! You could be a doctor o r a 
veterinarian." "Look a t you! You are [still] here!" (Vol. I, p p . 8-9). That last 
com m ent w as m ade to a studen t w ho w as squeam ish and  had  been uncertain 
abou t participating. Debbie again rem inded  students th a t the purpose of this 
dissection activity w as so they could see w h a t the inside of lungs look like.
O ne part of Debbie's lab instructions asked studen ts to
cu t a chunk of lung  off. Raise your hand  and  I will b ring  you a straw. Place 
the end of the straw  firmly against a larger hole in the  lung. Blow into the 
straw . Do not inhale . . . unless you are a vampire!!! (Vol. I, p . 13)
This activity generated an additional stir of excitem ent in  the classroom 
w hich w as already brim m ing w ith enthusiasm . W hen studen ts followed 
D ebbie's directions carefully, they w ere able to inflate the section of lung they 
had  cu t off of their specimens. Debbie responded  by  sm iling and celebrating 
s tuden ts ' success and comm enting, "You are am azing!" (Vol. I, p. 9).
One group of boys surprised everyone in the room  by shouting for 
Debbie to come to their table because they had  found the "poop  cord" or as 
one of them  chimed in, "the anus" (Vol. I, p. 9). Debbie chuckled a bit as she 
m ade her w ay to their table and  said, "I am  so g lad  you know  your science 
vocabulary so well" (Vol. I, p. 9). She then  used  the opportun ity  to explain to 
the boys and  the o ther students w ho rushed  to their table th a t they had found 
the esophagus which leads to the cow 's stom ach.
Clean-up tim e came very quickly and  Debbie blew  a w histle to get 
s tuden ts ' attention. Students w ere asked to toss the garbage bags they were
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w earing into the trash  cans, their dissected specim ens w en t into large yellow  
garbage bags, and  th ey  w ere  to thoroughly  w ash  their hands w ith soap in the 
restroom . After go ing  over her expectations, D ebbie addressed  a few  of the 
students as "honey" a n d  com m ented on the c lean-up  process: "You d id  
excellent!" and  "I am  very  proud!" (Vol. I, p. 10)
One m ale s tu d e n t h ad  no t been  able to find  the bronchial tubes in  his 
g roup 's specim en so h e  asked Debbie if he cou ld  w o rk  on  it after school since 
his m other w ould  be p ick ing  him  up. W hen h is  m other arrived, Debbie 
spoke to her abou t th e  studen t, calling him  "D r. Jones." The m other laughed 
and com m ented th a t "D r. Jones" needed to get b e tte r grades, and she and 
Debbie then d iscussed  the  stu d en t's  work.
Later I d iscovered  th a t Debbie drives as m uch  as an  hour to visit
butcher shops w illing  to  donate the  specim ens she  uses in exploratory class.
Generally she is able to  g e t m ore specim ens th an  she needs for a given class so
she stores the extra ones in  her freezer at hom e. The day  prio r to dissecting,
she thaw s the specim ens in  her ba th tub  and  rin ses them  to rem ove as m uch
blood as possible. She th en  drags them  to her car and  in to  school so the
students can dissect them . W hen I asked her w h y  she does it, she explained,
It's fantastic for th e  kids. They love it! I th in k  so m uch  learning takes place 
[during dissection]. They go from  having one  concept of w hat they  th ink  a 
trachea is o r e sophagus or w ha t the  inside o f the  lungs are like . . .  to  seeing 
w hat it is [actually] l ik e . . . .  [I have] had k ids th a t have w alked aw ay and 
said, "Oh, I w an t to  be  a  doctor now " or "I w a n t to  be a nurse" o r "I w an t to 
do som ething w ith  science." I t is ju st really, rea lly  neat to see. (Vol. I, p. 34)
Debbie d id  a d m it th a t the cow  specim ens w ere  m uch m ore of a 
challenge for he r to  h a n d le  than  w h en  she u sed  p ig  specim ens. Pig specim ens 
are about half the  size o f the  cow so they w eigh less an d  students are n o t as
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easily grossed o u t by  them; Debbie said , "[The cow specim ens] were nasty. 
They were big. I w ould  no t do cows again. They w ere  gross" (Vol. I, p . 35).
R elating to  S tudents 
I asked Debbie about her caring  a ttitude  to w ard  her students, and  she 
replied,
W hat it has to really  come dow n  to  is that you rea lly  have to care about 
them . It's n o t so m uch the science I 'm  teaching as i t  is being happy  a t 
school, getting  along well w ith  o thers, interacting, cooperating, the basic 
life skills. It's  n o t going to  be so im p o rtan t th a t th ey  rem em ber w ha t a 
"protist" is as i f  s going to  be [w hether] they like science. . . .  I th ink  that 
being happy  a t school and  ju s t enjoying  learn ing  is ju s t param oun t to 
success. If they 're  unhappy  because they 're  a lw ays getting  in trouble and 
they 're  no t do ing  their w ork, it 's  ju s t  like this v icious snowball. . . . 
Sometimes kids come and  they  feel like they 're  d u m b  or they can 't do 
[schoolwork] or o ther k ids d o n 't  like  them . T here are  so m any issues that 
they come w ith. M aybe their p a ren ts  are getting d ivorced  or they come 
w ith  a lo t of unhapp iness from  hom e. Their p a re n ts  ge t in  a fight; things 
a ren 't everything [they] shou ld  be. I th ink  it's  so im p o rtan t to have them  
feel like school is a safe, fun, enjoyable place to b e  and  th a t they can 
overcome. T hey 're  no t dum b. T hey can participate . O ther kids can w ork  
well w ith  them . Som etim es they  ju s t  need to be show n  how  though  or 
helped [with] m aking  friends o r  h e lp ed  in d ifferen t w ays that m ake them  
feel successful at school. (Vol. I, pp . 40-41)
Debbie expressed  enjoym ent an d  an  u n d ers tan d in g  of m iddle school
students. She described her studen ts,
Twelve year o lds and  11 year o lds are  ju st so full o f  energy  and are so 
anxious to learn. If you can tap  in to  that, they a re  thrilled  about school and 
they 're  so m uch fun  to w ork  w ith . T here are so m an y  th ings they d o n 't 
know  and ye t they 're  ready  to l e a r n . . . .  It's ju st a  really  fun, energetic k ind 
of quirky sort of w eird  g roup  to  w o rk  w ith. T hey 've  g o t . . . things th a t you  
have to be so to le ran t of. T hey 're  bouncing  off th e  w alls and  they can 
hard ly  contain  them selves. T heir little  bodies a re  ju s t  everyw here and  
[their stuff is] all over the floor. . .  . M ost of them  a re  so disorganized. . .  . 
The things th a t w e find so incredib ly  im portan t th ey  ju st d o n 't get. They 
ju s t d o n 't get w here  ou r perspective  is coming from . . . . They're ju st these 
fascinating creatures. I ju s t really  enjoy the age g ro u p . (Vol. I, p. 28)
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In m y very  first conversation w ith  Debbie, she com m ented tha t she 
feels sorry for m iddle schoolers w hose teachers do n o t understand  them . 
Em pathy tow ard  students is an  essential characteristic for teachers to have. 
The teachers7 roles in the m idd le  school classroom go far beyond m erely 
teaching academ ic content. Debbie believes teachers need  to help  studen ts get 
organized and  learn how  to conduct them selves. She said , "If they already 
knew  how  to discipline them selves they  w ouldn7t  need  us" (Vol. I, p. 2).
W hen relating to h e r studen ts an d  determ ining how  to deal w ith  a
given situation, Debbie said,
I think . . . "If [this] w as m y  child in  th is classroom, w h a t w ould  I w an t for 
them? . . .  If I was a p a ren t and  I w as in  th is classroom  w atching the 
teacher, A m  I doing w h a t that p a ren t w ould  want? Am  I interacting? Am  I 
build ing the  esteem? A m  I g iving the  positive strokes? . . . W ould tha t 
paren t be happy  that I w as treating  their child that w ay?" I try  to teach that 
w a y . . . .  If I7m  having a private conversation w ith a k id  I alw ays try  to 
th ink  to myself, "If the p a ren t w as stand ing  righ t there  listening to this 
[conversation], w ould this be the w ay they w anted m e to approach their 
child and help  their child?" . . .  By th inking  about i t  from  o ther adults7 
perspective, especially im p o rtan t ad u lts  to that ch ild 's  life, I th ink  tha t 
helps me m aintain  m y com posure and  m y patience in  the . . . things I say 
to the kids. (Vol. I, p. 37)
In add ition  to establishing tru sting  relationships w ith  her studen ts and  
looking at them  through the eyes of a paren t, Debbie also seeks o u t a few 
studen ts w ho seem  especially troub led  a n d  w ith  w hom  she senses she can 
m ake a difference:
Every year I try  to m ake a  special connection w ith som ebody th a t I know  is 
really  floundering and  th a t m aybe I can  help. . . .  I can tell w e have a good 
m atch in  personalities . . . and  tha t m aybe I can m ake a difference. I try, and  
som etim es i t  w orks an d  som etim es it doesn7t. . . . Som etim es it 's  a couple, 
tw o  or th ree  kids, that I th in k  I can m aybe help o u t in  som e w ay. I just 
really  try  to  give them  a  lo t of positive strokes and  p u t  notes in  their 
lockers and  ju s t really try  to  build  them  up. (Vol. I, p . 39)
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The fact tha t studen ts are constantly m illing a round  in  D ebbie's 
classroom before an d  after school p resents evidence that they feel welcom e in 
her classroom . In m an y  ways, her classroom  env ironm ent feels like a hom ey 
kitchen w ith  a stay-at-hom e m om  w hose entire life is devoted  to  her 
children. Debbie laughed  and talked com fortably w ith  her studen ts  about 
their day  and events in their lives. To a studen t w ho  kep t repeating  th a t she 
had "th row n u p "  afte r dissecting the cow lungs, Debbie p laced  her arm  
around the g irl's  sh o u ld e r and  suggested they call i t  a "tum m y rum ble" (Vol.
I, p. 10). A t the sam e tim e several students w ere p lay ing  w ith  Charlie, D ebbie's 
snake, and  the goldfish  in  the classroom . These studen ts w ere  also involved 
in easy conversation w ith  Debbie.
Recognizing how  im portan t appearance is to  m iddle school females, 
Debbie frequently  com plim ents her girls. These com plim ents range from  
noticing a new  barre tte  to an entire outfit. One d ay  Sandi, a pe tite  female, 
walked past Debbie, D ebbie com m ented that she liked  her dress and asked if it 
was new. Sandi rem arked  that the dress belonged to her sister, b u t she herself 
had never w orn  it before. Sandi elaborated th a t h e r sister gave her perm ission  
to w ear the dress to school, and  Debbie rem arked  th a t she m u st have a nice 
sister. A few  m inu tes after the conversation w ith  Sandi, Jackie w alked  past 
Debbie. Jackie w as w earing  a long, ligh t blue, flow ered skirt w ith  big, clum sy 
sneakers. O ne of the  sneakers w as un tied . Though Debbie and  I exchanged 
am used glances, D ebbie com plim ented Jackie o n  h e r skirt w hich  w as indeed  
an attractive article o f clothing.
Debbie n o t on ly  relates to  studen ts at school b u t also in  her hom e. O ne 
of her studen ts lives on  the  same stree t as Debbie, an d  this s tu d e n t is a
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frequent v isito r at D ebbie's hom e. O th e r students also  know  w here she lives 
an d  periodically come by to visit.
The studen ts respond  to D ebbie 's love and care for them in  k ind . One 
studen t b o u g h t a rose for Debbie and  b ro u g h t it over to  her house. I t w as at 
the  end of a  particu larly  stressful day  for Debbie, an d  she had  a cold a t the 
tim e so the g ift from her studen t w as especially m eaningful.
Some o f D ebbie's previous s tu d en ts  continue to  keep in touch  w ith  
her. A s tu d en t Debbie h ad  last year called to tell her th a t she had ju s t gotten a 
dog. Earlier w hen  Debbie w as her teacher, this s tu d en t w as devastated because 
she thought she was going to get a dog, b u t then it d id  no t w ork o u t for her. 
She called D ebbie long distance to share  her excitem ent.
Debbie discovered th a t one of h e r form er m ale students developed  an 
unusual reaction  to a H epatitus-B sho t he received. H e w as paralyzed and in 
the hospital. H is prognosis w as uncerta in  and  D ebbie lam ented the fact that 
she lived too far aw ay to m ake a trip  to  the hospital to  visit him an d  his 
family. She d id , how ever, find p ictu res she had of h im  and his class from  a 
w eekend they  had  spent a t Debbie's cabin by  the lake. Debbie m ailed a card 
and  the p ic tu res to the student.
C lassroom  M anagem ent
Debbie m anages stu d en t behav io r by  bu ild ing  relationships w ith  her
students. U nderstand ing  s tuden ts ' lives, their personal situations, and
challenges is a  top  p rio rity  of hers. This requires ex tra  effort and tim e on
Debbie's pa rt, b u t she does it because she cares deep ly  abou t each s tu d en t and
w ants to m ake school a safe, enjoyable p lace for them . She said,
If/s just rea lly  im p o r ta n t. . . w hen w e see stress [in students ' lives] o r we 
see tha t m aybe som ething is on  the ir m inds to  try  to  reach o u t an d  find
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o u t w hat7s going on  and  talk  to them . . . .  Som etim es it can m ake a really 
b ig  difference. (Vol. I, p . 80)
Finding those few  m inutes for one-on-one in teraction w ith  students is 
a continuing challenge fo r Debbie. She com m ented th a t w hen she taugh t in  a 
self-contained classroom , it  w as m uch easier to find  tim e to speak  w ith  
indiv idual students. In  th e  m iddle school where she  sees s tuden ts  only for a 
44-m inute period it is m uch  m ore difficult to establish  indiv idual rap p o rt 
w ith  students. There are  tim es w hen Debbie gives u p  her lunch tim e and asks 
studen ts to come to h e r classroom  so they  have som e time alone to talk  abou t 
the s tuden ts ' personal needs. U nderstanding if s tu d en ts ' troub led  behavior is 
the resu lt of a dying grandm other, a  d o g 's  death, a  fight w ith a friend, or a 
conflict w ith  a paren t allow s Debbie to  deal w ith  deeper issues in  studen ts ' 
lives ra ther than a ttem p ting  to m erely  change inappropria te  behavior.
Debbie is quick to  bu ild  up  her studen ts w ith  positive reinforcem ent 
and  expressing apprecia tion  and  praise  for their behavior. A fter the  lung 
dissection project, a s tu d e n t w as help ing  Debbie clean up the classroom . As he 
w as carrying the large, heavy yellow garbage bags of leftover o rgan  parts, 
D ebbie com plim ented h im  on  the job he  was doing  and  expressed her 
g ra titude  for his assistance.
There are tim es w h en  Debbie addresses specific behavior w ith  her class. 
D uring  a discussion a b o u t studen ts ' science projects, the studen ts ' excitem ent 
outw eighed their desire  to listen to D ebbie's directions. W hile she w as 
addressing  the entire class, the studen ts began a num ber of conversations 
am ong themselves. D ebbie in te rrup ted  their conversations by  saying, "Excuse 
m e. I am  talking. Are y ou  going to listen?" (Vol. I, p . 58). Even w hen  Debbie 
does decide to be confrontive, she does i t  in a polite, caring m anner.
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One m orn ing  a m ale s tu d en t came speed ing  into the classroom . As he 
passed  Debbie, she said, "A re you in a  h u rry  to  g e t to science today?" (Vol. I, p. 
62) an d  chuckled a bit. Debbie w as able to com m unicate her m essage ab o u t his 
need  to slow d o w n  in a positive, relaxed m an n er rather than  allow ing herself 
to be upset and  confrontive b y  his choice of behavior.
I was in trigued  by D ebbie's m ethod of g e tting  students to clean up  after 
them selves. W hen they h ad  com pleted rev iew ing  for the science sem ester 
exam  by playing a bingo gam e, the students left the lab tables w here they  h ad  
been playing the  gam e in a m ess and m oved back  to their indiv idual desks. 
Debbie asked, "D id you like bingo? Do you w a n t to play bingo again?" to 
w hich the studen ts enthusiastically responded, "Yes!" Then Debbie 
continued, "Do I w an t to p ick  u p  candy w rappers?  Do I w an t to pick up  green  
squares? Do I w an t to  m ake su re  there are fou r chairs at each lab table?" (Vol.
I, p . 20). Even before Debbie w as finished ask ing  these questions, the studen ts 
en m asse rushed  over to clean up  the lab section of the classroom . Debbie kep t 
m oving am ong them  saying, " It's  looking better!" (Vol. I, p . 20).
P aren ta l Invo lvem en t
Debbie sees students ' paren ts as an im p o rtan t part of the school fam ily. 
Repeatedly in  o u r conversations about the v arious schools in  w hich she h ad  
taught, she w ou ld  n o t only m ention  her colleagues in  a positive light a n d  her 
studen ts as hav ing  been w onderfu l, b u t she a lso  talked abou t how  supportive  
m any of the s tu d en ts ' parents w ere. I also no ticed  tha t paren ts frequently  
visited D ebbie's classroom. Som etim es it w as to  p ick  up  assignm ents because 
a child had  m issed  school d u e  to  illness, w hile o th er times it  w as to pick u p  
the studen t after school. R egardless of the reaso n  for the paren ts ' visit, D ebbie
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alw ays took time to  chat w ith them .
O ne m orning  w hen  I a rrived  in  D ebbie's classroom , she w as excited 
ab o u t som e anim al specim ens one stu d en t's  m o th e r b ro u g h t for her. This 
p a re n t w orks for a veterinarian  an d  had  b ro u g h t th ings from  recen t surgeries 
th a t she thought D ebbie m ight be  in terested  in  show ing  to her science classes. 
The specim ens included  a tape w orm  and a  d o g  ovary  w ith  a tum or. Debbie 
w as thrilled  by the g ift and eagerly an ticipated  show ing  them  to her students 
so they  could see w h a t these actually  looked like ra th e r than  ju s t reading and 
hearing  about them . She also com m ented th a t she w an ts to see if this 
veterinary  clinic w o u ld  be w illing  to  regu larly  dona te  th ings to her classroom.
D uring the w eeks that s tu d en ts  w ere w o rk in g  on  their science projects, 
Debbie set aside T uesday  evenings, 6:30-8:30 p .m . for paren ts and  students to 
com e to her classroom  and  w ork  o n  the projects. This allow ed Debbie to talk  
directly  w ith  the p aren ts  and answ er any questions they  m ay have had  about 
the project. It also allow ed paren ts to  partner w ith  their studen ts on  a topic of 
in te res t to the s tuden t. D uring th is tim e s tu d en ts  and  their pa ren ts  used the 
in ternet, various reference books, an d  w orked o n  stu d en ts ' displays. Debbie's 
husband , Jim, w as also presen t d u rin g  som e o f these evenings w hich allow ed 
h im  to in teract w ith  students and  paren ts an d  for them  to get acquainted w ith  
him .
In  spite of the  curren t level of involvem ent paren ts have in  Debbie's 
classroom , she w ou ld  like to see them  even m o re  involved. She is already 
p lann ing  to arrange fo r parents to  clean lab supplies, ga ther item s for future 
labs, m ake bulletin boards, and  help  w ith  special classroom  projects next 
school year.
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Beliefs
From  th e  m om ent I first spoke w ith  D ebbie via telephone un til m y 
final m eeting  w ith  her, I w as im pressed w ith  h e r caring, positive, cheerful, 
a ttitude to w ard  life and  ab o u t people. I w as in trigued  by th is and  w ondered  
w here it cam e from. W as th is a ttitude  a "Pollyanna" app roach  to life? H ad  
Debbie's life alw ays been h ap p y  and  sheltered from sorrow ? O r was th is 
attitude one th a t she ad o p ted  and  in tegrated in to  her life?
As I g o t to know  Debbie, I realized th a t she has experienced difficulties 
in  life and  h as n o t been im m une to pain. She has m ade a deliberate choice to 
approach life in  a positive m anner and to share  her happiness with o thers. I 
saw  this a ttitu d e  perm eate w h a t Debbie does and  is. In sharing  herself w ith  
others, I see fo u r beliefs w hich  underg ird  D ebbie's life: Relationships are  
valuable, love unconditionally , enjoy the p resent, and create a safe classroom . 
I will now  discuss these fo u r beliefs and how  I observed them  in D ebbie's life.
R elationships A re V aluable
It w as n o t until o u r las t form al in terview  that I asked Debbie to  d raw  a 
life m ap for m e. Debbie d rew  her life m ap as a sem antic w eb. The center she 
labeled "M y Life" (Vol. I, p . 92) w ith  six spokes leading o u t of the center. Each 
of these spokes dealt w ith  relationships in  her life, and  it is relationships 
w hich give D ebbie m eaning  and  joy in life.
As an  on ly  child D ebbie had  the opportun ity  to develop close 
relationships w ith  her pa ren ts. These relationships rem ain  a n  integral p a r t  of 
her life as a n  adu lt. M y first clue to  this cam e one Saturday w hen  I called 
Debbie, and  h e r  husband, Jim , to ld  me Debbie w as shopp ing  w ith  her m other. 
Debbie la ter to ld  m e she sees h e r parents a lm ost every w eekend  and "W e're
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best friends" (Vol. I, p. 41).
Teaching allows D ebbie to develop relationships. The times D ebbie 
m entioned the  difficulty she experienced in sw itching to another school, she 
always included  the need to  establish new  relationships. She also expressed 
regret that studen ts she once taught w ere  unable to come back to her 
classroom to visit as they m oved on to o ther grades because she was in  a  
different district. As Debbie observed, "I am  always interacting w ith k id s"
(Vol. I, p. 36) which allow s her to develop deep relationships w ith them . 
Receiving long-distance phone calls from  students in the district w here she 
once taugh t a ttest to the d ep th  of these relationships.
It is also easy to sense and  observe that students enjoy relating to 
Debbie. Seldom  was she alone in  her classroom . Students w ere constantly  
m illing a round  her classroom , chatting w ith  Debbie about life and their 
interests, o r playing w ith  the anim als in  her room . S tudents ' reluctance to 
leave her classroom  at the end  of the day  points to the level of com fort they  
feel in relating to  Debbie.
S tudents ' parents are also valued in  Debbie's classroom  and it ap p ea rs  
tha t they sense her welcome. Debbie seeks to develop relationships w ith  
students ' paren ts  and to becom e part o f their lives and the  w ider com m unity. 
Parents feel free to drop in  to  talk  about students, pick u p  study  m aterials, and  
contribute item s to the classroom .
T hroughou t her teaching career, D ebbie's colleagues have been a n  
essential p a rt  of her life. She spoke of the  "fellow m entoring type of teachers 
tha t [she] could . . .  talk to an d  know  th a t [she] could say the tru th" to d u rin g  
her early years of teaching (Vol. I, p. 84). This interaction w as not lim ited  to
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D ebbie's professional life, b u t  also included  h e r personal life:
[Having] som ebody th a t you  can ven t to is really im p o rtan t in  the  teaching 
profession an d  . . .  ven ting  abou t th ings th a t are go ing  on  in your personal 
life too. H av ing  that su p p o rt of know ing  tha t there a re  people th a t you can 
tell really w h a t's  going on  beh ind  the  scenes and g e t em otional su p p o rt 
from  . . .  is really  im portan t. (Vol. I, p . 84)
Love U nconditionally  
A num ber of tim es w hen  Debbie discussed her life m ap, she talked 
ab o u t being loved  unconditionally  an d  how  im portan t i t  w as and is for her to 
experience th is love. She in  tu rn  gives th is love to others: H er husband, 
parents, ex tended family, students, and  people in general. I too w as touched 
by  her love in  a personal w ay.
Debbie spoke of three specific relationships she curren tly  has in  w hich 
she experiences unconditional love. H er paren ts w ere the  first to love her.
She knew  th a t she could alw ays rely on them  and that " th ey  loved [her] no 
m atter w hat, supported  [her] no m atter w h a t [she] d id"  (Vol. I, p. 90). H er 
husband, Jim, is also an essential aspect of feeling loved. She said, "[I feel] 
ve ry  fortunate to  know  th a t no m atter w h a t happens in  m y life he will be 
there  for m e" (Vol. I, p . 90). The th ird  relationship w here  Debbie feels and  has 
felt unconditional love is w ith  her pets. She com m ented, "I 'v e  had  a lo t of 
pets. I always th ink  pets are a really im portan t p a rt of life because they are 
unconditional in  their love. So no m atter how  you 're  feeling, they are there 
for you" (Vol. I, p . 90).
In the classroom , D ebbie is constantly  reaching o u t to  her students. She 
does this both  th rough  her w ords and  actions. Debbie ta lked  about the fact 
th a t she does n o t have an  actual desk  in  her classroom  because she never uses 
one. She is constantly  roam ing  the classroom  and in terac ting  w ith students.
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This allow s her to he lp  students m ore  effectively w ith  academ ic con ten t 
w hile also sending the m essage th a t she is in terested  and  concerned enough  
abou t them  as ind iv iduals to com e to  them  instead  of w aiting  for them  to 
come to her.
Debbie believes an im portan t quality for a teacher to  have is to show  
in terest in studen ts ou tside  of the  classroom  setting, to see students in  the  
w hole of their lives ra th er than  focusing only  on  the ir academ ic perform ance 
in  the  classroom. Debbie takes the  tim e to ta lk  w ith  studen ts and  find o u t 
abou t their hom e lives, their in terests , and  the ir hurts. She som etim es w rites 
encouraging notes to  students w h o  are  struggling  and places the notes in  their 
lockers. Debbie understands th a t s tuden ts have difficulty focusing on 
academ ic tasks w hen  they are overw helm ed by  personal problem s.
Debbie frequently  expressed an  in terest in  m y life a t bo th  professional 
and  personal levels. She often asked  about m y w ork  as a stu d en t teacher 
supervisor and becam e very in terested  in  m y efforts a t finding m y first full­
tim e job in teacher education. H e r encouragem ent and  advice touched m y 
h eart and  helped m e believe in m yself, and her genuine joy w hen I w as 
successful in  land ing  a job allow ed m e to experience firsthand  the p o w er of 
her care for others.
Enjoy the P resen t
As a child Debbie was tau g h t th a t life is to  be enjoyed and  experienced. 
H er paren ts encouraged her to becom e involved in  a w ide variety  of activities 
and  to  accept new  challenges. T hey u rged  h e r to  try  activities w hich m ay  n o t 
have appealed to  h e r initially b u t  to  a t least see if she m igh t no t find them  
enjoyable and appealing. Debbie credits this a ttitu d e  in  her parents as he lp ing
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h e r to w illingly accept new  challenges and  to try new  things. As a result, 
Debbie view s life as an  adventure  to be  lived and explored.
Debbie is genuinely contented w ith  life and is a happy  person. She 
com m ented,
I'm  happy  w ith myself. I 'm  happy  w ith  w here I'm  a t in m y life. I'm  happy  
w ith my m arriage. I 'm  happy  w ith  m y  job. . . .  I'm  n o t consum ed by 
beating m yself up  over the fact th a t I d o n 't  have the job I w an t or I d o n 't 
have the m arriage I really  w ant o r I d o n 't  have the family th a t I w ant. I 
have a lo t of happiness in  m y life. (Vol. I, p. 79)
This happiness is n o t m erely the consequence of an  easy life or one 
lived w ithout d isappoin tm ents and  unexpected changes. Debbie discussed a 
num ber of challenging tim es in h e r life. Living far aw ay from  her family 
during  the early  years as a professional and  seeing the relationship w ith the 
person she and  everyone else assum ed w ould  become her husband  
disintegrate w ere difficult years for her. O ne of Debbie's close friends died 
suddenly  at the  age of 41 of a brain aneurysm , and Debbie and her husband 
know  w hat i t  m eans to live constantly  w ith  illness because Jim is diabetic.
Enjoying life is a conscious decision  Debbie has m ade and  she w orks to
focus on the positive aspects of life. She said,
I know w hat [it] is to  w alk  that fine line betw een enjoying every single day  
the best th a t you can possibly enjoy it  because you really have absolutely 
no  guarantee about the  next hour. . . . You d on 't know  w hat's  going to 
happen tom orrow . . . .  I have to look  a t w here I'm  expending m y energy 
and  w here I'm  going to get the m o st bang  for m y b u c k . . . .  I ju st look a t 
each day as . . .  I m igh t as well be happy . I m ight as well enjoy i t . . . .  [I have] 
a  real appreciation th a t life can be very  s h o r t . . . .  Live in the present. Enjoy 
righ t now. D on 't w orry  about tom orrow  or yesterday. I can 't change 
yesterday. I 'm  here r ig h t now . I shou ld  be enjoying ou r [time] w ith  each 
other as m uch as p o ss ib le .. . . W hy w orry  about tom orrow ? Tom orrow 's 
n o t here yet and  w ha t if tom orrow  d o esn 't come? So I really try  to . . . say 
to  myself, especially w hen  I 'm  h av ing  a frustrating m om ent, "N ow  w e 
should  be enjoying th is  m om ent. W hat good can w e gather from  this 
m om ent rig h t now? W hat positives can  I pull ou t of this because th is is it.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
71
This is l ife ." .. . I really try  to  focus on  enjoying every  day. (Vol. I, pp . 79-80)
Each day  Debbie and  h e r husband w rite  in  th e ir  g ratitude journals. 
They write d o w n  four or five things they  consider g o o d  things w hich 
occurred d u rin g  that day. It m ay be som ething sm all such  as receiving a 
chocolate chip cookie from  a studen t or no ting  th a t Jim  d id  the dishes, but 
daily  Debbie identifies th ings about w hich  to be g ratefu l. This helps her 
realize that there  is m uch in  life to enjoy and  also m otiva tes her to reach ou t 
to  others.
Create a Safe C lassroom
It is im portan t to D ebbie that s tuden ts feel loved , accepted, safe, and 
h ap p y  in her classroom . H er positive ou tlook  on  life is ev ident in  her 
interactions w ith  students. She greets them  cheerfu lly  as they en ter the 
classroom, she takes tim e to ask  about events in th e ir  personal lives, she 
com m ents on  their interests, and  she w elcom es the  tim es they initiate 
conversations w ith  her.
I was frequently  struck  w ith  D ebbie's nu rtu ran ce  of her students. In 
m any ways she seem ed like a m other hen  looking a fte r h e r flock of baby 
chicks on the verge of v en tu ring  ou t in to  a cold, u n k n o w n  w orld. Debbie is 
m otherly w ith  h e r students, she looks afte r them , she  pro tects them , and  she 
nu rtu res them . She w as qu ick  to  recognize how  n e rv o u s  and  stressed some of 
the  sixth graders w ere abou t taking their first sem ester exam s so she tried  to 
bu ild  their confidence and  p repared  study  guides th a t addressed  w ha t 
studen ts needed  to know  to  do  well on the  exam s. W hen  som e of her 
exploratory studen ts felt unable to stom ach dissection day , she m ade 
provisions fo r them  to go elsew here w hile  the res t o f th e  class w orked  w ith
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anim al lungs. Sixth g raders w ho participated in  choir w ere unable to take 
D ebbie's exploratory science class so she set aside a special time for them  to 
dissect lungs. Debbie also frequen tly  devoted her lunch period  to m eeting  
w ith  studen ts w ho had  special needs o r were struggling  academically.
Students felt a sense o f belonging and ow nership  in  D ebbie's room . 
Before and after school they  often  w andered  in  to p lay w ith the classroom  
pe ts  o r to visit w ith  Debbie. W hen a m other b rough t in som e unusual anim al 
specim ens, studen ts eagerly  picked u p  the jars and  inspected the contents. 
D ebbie 's com m itm ent to p rov id ing  opportun ities for her studen ts to lea rn  
science through exploring science creates a sense of com m unity in  the 
classroom .
H aving come from  a n u rtu rin g  hom e and  p rov id ing  the sam e ty p e  of
env ironm ent for s tuden ts is im p o rtan t to Debbie. She said,
I feel like I'm  p a rt of [studen ts '] family. I touch their lives like their 
fam ilies touch their lives and  som etim es I . . . spend  m ore tim e w ith  them  
. . . than  som e of the ir fam ilies do. I th ink  tha t show ing them  love an d  
giving them guidance the  w ay  m y parents and  fam ily [gave] me is a  really  
im portan t p a r t  of teaching. I feel like I'm  close to them  the w ay their 
fam ilies are d o se  to  them . I give them  hugs. [This is their] hom e aw ay 
from  home. (Vol. I, p. 91)
The "hom e aw ay from  hom e" w hich Debbie p rov ides for her studen ts is a 
safe h av en  for them  w here  th ey  are  valued an d  loved unconditionally .
S u m m a ry
Debbie sum m arized  h e r  professional life:
To teach is to  touch a life forever. I think th a t w hen you touch a life, it 's  
rea lly  im portan t to do  it  in  a positive way. W e have such pow er, such 
p o w er to either crush  [students] and  ju st m ake them  feel horrible ab o u t 
them selves and  the  w orld  an d  learning an d  school. O r w e have the  p o w er 
to b ring  them  u p  to such heights tha t they . . . have never experienced 
before or to believe in  them selves that they could do things they never
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though t they could do before. I th ink that as a teacher you  need to keep in 
m ind that the w ay you  react to everything is such a m otivator to your 
students. [It is] such an  im p o rtan t thing to alw ays be a role m odel and  react 
w ith  love and  kindness because that's  w h a t th ey  learn if th a t 's  w hat they  
see. (Vol. I, p. 91)
N o t only does Debbie touch  the lives o f h e r  students w ith  love an d  
kindness, bu t she uses the sam e pow erful tools to touch the lives of those 
around  her, her fam ily, her colleagues, and o thers she m eets. Debbie is by 
natu re  a nu rtu rer and  gives h e r cheerful love an d  acceptance to  those w hose 
lives intersect w ith  hers. The h ouse  her life has bu ilt is full of unconditional 
love ju st w aiting to be d istribu ted  to others.
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JACK-M Y CLASSROOM, MY HOME
"Does it hurt? " asked the Rabbit.
"Sometimes," said the Skin Horse, for he zoas always truthfid. "When yon are
Real yon don't mind being hurt."
Margery Williams, The Velveteen Rabbit 
In troduction
Jack teaches sixth-grade Language Arts in  a  building housing  Grades 5-8 
w ith an enrollm ent of 320 students. The m iddle school lies a t the edge of a 
tow n w ith  a population  of 2,300. Surrounding the  tow n are  vineyards, corn 
fields, and  w ooded areas. Though this is a sm all district of 935 students, 
during the 1990s it received national recognition as an exem plary  district.
The district in  w hich Jack teaches has been p a rt of his life for 28 years
and is the place th a t w ill w itness his last days as a n  educator. Jack plans to
retire from  teaching w ith in  the next few  years a n d  then look for new
challenges. W hen reflecting on retirem ent, Jack com m ented:
I have so m any teacher friends w ho have re tired . W hen you  run  into 
them, they  are so g lad  to be out. . . .  I p lan  to d o  som ething else, bu t I will 
not be the  person a t the cocktail party  saying I 'm  so glad to  be out. I really 
will be k ind of sad. (Vol. II, p. 36)
This sadness will be tem pered w ith  feelings of satisfaction a t  having devoted
his career to  one district:
There is som ething p ro u d  abou t saying you  have  spent a chunk of tim e in 
a district. . . . There is som ething th a t is personally  satisfying to me about
74
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that. . . .  I can say  . . . th a t I m ade a com m itm ent th rough  thick and  thin, 
through the ups a n d  dow ns of school boards, colorful superin tendents, 
some really  u n u su a l bu ild ing  principals, and  all sorts of varieties of kids. 
(Vol. n, pp . 35-36)
In spite of d ev o tin g  him self to one district, Jack likes change and new  
challenges. H e has a ssu m ed  various responsibilities w ithin  the district, state, 
and nationally w hich  have  k ep t him  grow ing professionally and  personally . 
These experiences h ave  a llow ed Jack to bu ild  of his life a stately  hom e. The 
table is set, d inner is w aiting , and  Jack is w elcom ing us inside. We have an 
opportunity  to learn  a n d  g row  as w e explore the room s in  his hom e. There is 
w arm th inside, and  th e  room s are filled w ith  priceless treasures, inviting 
nooks and crannies, cherished  m em entos, bathed  in shadow  and  light.
Jack's Story 
The Early Years
Jack's earliest m em ory  is a p leasan t one w hich happened  w hen  he w as
2 1 /2  years old. H is p a re n ts  m oved from  an apartm en t in to  a house:
Moving w as a go o d  experience for me because it allow ed m e freedom . M y 
parents [and I] liv ed  in  an  apartm ent, an  u pper flat, and  I h ad  to be quiet 
because the lady  d o w n sta irs  d id  no t like noise. I can rem em ber m oving 
into [our] house a n d  go ing  crazy, having  fun runn ing  around . . . .  [I was] 
fasdnated  by  the fact th a t there w as a china cabinet built in to  the dining 
room. I could sit in  the  bottom  of the china cabinet and  p lay  w hich I 
thought w as k ind  o f fun. I kep t m y coloring books and  stuff in  there. (Vol. 
E, p. 119)
Jack's e lem entary  school years w ere no t good years for him . H e said, "I 
really d id  no t fit in  as a  k id "  (Vol. n, p. 119). "I w as very shy. I h ad  a depth- 
perception problem . I sim p ly  could no t see a ball com ing a t m e so th a t is w hy 
I w asn 't any good a t spo rts . I ju st felt th a t I never fit in" (Vol. II, p . 127). By the
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tim e he  reached second grade, he explains,
I w as a non-reader and in  the low  group , . . .  the buzzards or w hatever you 
w an t to call them . By fourth  grade it  ju s t g o t to the p o in t that school w as 
really  hard. I tried  really hard , bu t I never go t any place. (Vol. II, p. 120).
School becam e m ore enjoyable for Jack once he en te red  sixth grade. In
the years that followed, som e of his teachers p layed  a crucial role in  altering
his v iew  of school and  u ltim ately  changing his life:
I h ad  a g reat sixth-grade teacher. She liked  to  do plays and  things like that 
w hich excited me. I though t tha t was rea lly  cool. I h a d  an  excellent seventh 
g rade teacher, a social stud ies teacher, w hom  I also h ad  for eighth grade. 
(Vol. H, p. 120)
This social studies teacher believed in Jack, w hich  m otivated  him to w ork  
hard  o n  projects:
I can rem em ber doing projects for him  a n d  being really  turned  on by his 
acceptance of w ha t I did. I k ep t always push ing  [myself]. That is also the 
very first tim e I ever sk ipped school. [I stayed] hom e to w ork on a m ap. . . .
I spen t the w hole day  in m y d ad 's  da rk room  m aking a Civil W ar m ap on 
his enlarger. (Vol. II, p. 120)
Though Jack enjoyed som e of his teachers and w as m otivated to w ork
h ard  on  certain projects, he said,
I w as a terrible student. I w orked  really hard , and I th in k  I was probably the 
first ADD kid  tha t they ever had. I could never stay focused. I w ould  bring 
hom e everything from  m y locker. I w o u ld  spread  it all out. Nobody taugh t 
m e any study  skills. Basically it was a  huge  effort a t try ing  to stay afloat and  
I w as not doing  it unless I really  became focused. (Vol. II, pp. 120-121)
In ninth g rade, each W ednesday w as "g roup  w riting  day" and Jack's 
teacher w rote "abstract things on  the board [for us to respond  to] and  [I 
thought], 'C ou ldn 't I be sick?' b u t  I alw ays d id  really w ell" (Vol. II, p. 121). 
Jack's teacher recognized his abilities and  encouraged h im  by observing, "You 
have som e good w riting  skills" (Vol. II, p . 121).
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The other high school teacher w ho built into Jack 's life w as also an
English teacher, a female he had  in 12th grade. Jack reflected:
I adm ired this w om an for two reasons. One, I th o u g h t she w as extrem ely 
intelligent. The other reason tha t I adm ired her w as the fact th a t she did 
no t have to work. She drove [45 to 50 minutes] everyday. H er husband  was 
a stock b ro k e r . . . .  She m ade everybody else, by her appearance, look a little 
shabby, bu t that is ju st because of w ho she w a s . . . .  I thought, "N ow  this is 
w hat I really w ant to be. I w ant to be som ebody th a t has some standards, 
has some know ledge th a t helps kids reach their goals and  extend 
them selves" (Vol. II, p. 121). Though she never sa id  this, her a ttitude  in 
the  classroom w as . . .  "I d o n 't need  a job. I am  here  because this is w hat I 
love doing . . . .  I have som e know ledge that you  m igh t w ant to  know . I 
th ink  . . .  I can help you  along the w ay." (Vol. II, pp . 36-37)
One of the books Jack rem em bers reading in h igh  school w as Silas 
M arner ; however, the m em ory focuses m ore on the teacher than on  the book. 
Jack said,
[This teacher] could w alk  on w ater as far as I was concerned and  so I 
happen to rem em ber th a t story. I can rem em ber h im  as one of those 
teachers that knew  so m uch about w ha t I was in terested  in. W hen I was in 
his class he had  so m uch to say, and  he said it w ith  a sense of hum or. (Vol. 
n, p. 65)
In the mid-1960s w hile enrolled in  a university, Jack m oved o u t of the
dorm  and into an  apartm ent w ith  three other guys. H e rem em bers, " It was a
disastrous experience, totally disastrous. I had  no place to study" (Vol. II, p.
121). A t the tim e Jack w as taking a w riting  course an d  it w as extrem ely
difficult for him  to w rite because of his living situation; how ever, the
instructor cared enough to be understanding.
She said, "[Jack], w hy can 't you ju st ge t the papers to  me. You can bring 
them  to m y house." I never took advantage of her, b u t [my papers] were 
never on time. They w ere alw ays half a day late. I w ou ld  have to w ait for 
[my roommates] to go to class in  o rder to sit dow n  and  type m y paper 
because I had  no place to take m y typew riter. [My professor] knew  m y 
schedule, and  I told her, "I d o n 't have class on  T uesday m orning. I will 
have the paper in  a t 11:00." I always did . It was ju s t too bad  tha t I could
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never go to [m y apartm ent] to work. It w as like I w as a prisoner in  m y ow n 
home. (Vol. n , p. 121)
Jack also rem in isced  abou t another college pro fessor w ho im pacted  his
th inking and  increased  h is in terest in Language Arts. Jack described an
encounter w ith  th is  teacher:
You w ould m ee t him  in  the parking lo t a n d  you w ou ld  say to him , " It 's  a 
cold m orning!" A nd he  w ou ld  say, " I 'd  say  i t  is brisk!" A nd  you k n o w  for 
the rest of the  day  you w ou ld  think, w hy d id n 't  I say b risk  because th a t's  
really the w o rd  th a t encapsulates it. (Vol. II, p. 37)
As I listened to Jack describe these teachers, I c o u ld n 't help b u t notice
sim ilarities be tw een  th ings h is teachers had  done and w h a t I saw  him  do ing
in  his classroom. Jack also recognized this connection an d  spoke of it. H e
actually tells his students:
I think I have som e stu ff th a t you m ight w an t to know . I can 't get y o u  to 
where you w a n t to go, b u t  I can push you  along the w ay . M y kids know  I 
drive an h o u r every d a y  to  work, an h o u r here and  an  h o u r hom e. W hy 
do I do it? I guess I really  like w hat I do. (Vol. II, p . 37)
The fact that Jack enjoys teach ing  is evident in  the w ay he  relates to his 
students. I w as also im pressed  w ith  the fact th a t on the in itial survey he 
com pleted for m e he ind ica ted  that he strongly  agrees w ith  th~ sta tem ent "I 
genuinely enjoy go ing  to w o rk  each day."
These teachers ' sense of hum or and  love for s tu d en ts  that Jack
rem em bers are also inco rpo ra ted  into Jack's ow n  classroom  and  teaching
philosophy. H e stated,
Your curricu lum  is im portan t, b u t . . . the k ids need  to  know  that y o u  are a 
people person. I guess if y o u 're  not a peop le  person, y o u  can have the  best 
curriculum  know ledge a n d  you 're  going to  be m issing the  boat w ith  the 
k ids and  w ith  yourself because you'll never laugh a t y o u r  job. (Vol. II, p.
65)
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M eeting  the  W orld
In 1969 Jack was drafted . A fter Basic T raining he m oved  to San
Francisco as a m ilitary policem an, b u t he  soon  h ad  the oppo rtun ity  to w o rk  as
com pany clerk. Though Jack lived  in  San F randsco  for only 18 m onths, this
experience d id  m uch  to shape h is  view  of life and  the w orld. H e describes it as
bo th  "a neat tim e" and as "a very  upse tting  tim e" (Vol. II, p. 39).
Jack grew  u p  in  the M idw est in  a tw o-paren t hom e w ith  one younger
b ro ther in a suburb  of a large industria l d ty . Though his m idd le-dass paren ts
sp en t m uch of the ir 2-w eek sum m er vacations traveling w ith  their fam ily in
the U nited States, Jack's s tin t w ith  the m ilita ry  show ed him  the  w orld  w as
m uch different than  he th o u g h t it was. H e  sa id , "I think I w as a judgm ental
person  before California. I th in k  I w as a  judgm en ta l person grow ing up . I
g rew  up  in  W hite [suburbia]. H o w  could you  n o t be judgm ental about ra d a l
things?" (Vol. II, p . 40). In an o th e r conversation  w e had, Jack described his
tim e in  California: "It taugh t m e tha t [the w orld] was no t as self-centered as I
th o u g h t [it] w as. I though t the  w o rld  p re tty  m uch  revolved around  me so
[that experience] w as kind of a new  aw aken ing  for m e" (Vol. II, p. 122).
Jack reflected on events w hich  tran sp ired  during  h is job as a derk :
The Presidio of San F randsco  w as a receiv ing  point for [soldiers] w ho had  
been  in V ietnam  and h ad  less than  60 d ays l e f t . . . . The crap they m ade 
these people d o  after send ing  them  o n  tw o  tours of d u ty  in  com bat 
situations [was awful]! I though t, "You c a n 't  treat people like this."
N obody has the  righ t to hum ilia te  peo p le  even  though som e of these 
people w ere p re tty  unusual. They w ere  p re tty  unpolished. But som e of 
them  lived in  sw am ps a n d  rice padd ies a n d  h ad  noth ing  to  eat o r h ad  n o t 
been  able to  shave or show er for m onths. . . .  I t w as a  very  upsetting  tim e 
for me. M any tim es I h e lp ed  people o u t w h en  I could have  gotten  m yself 
in to  a lot of trouble. There w ere  conversations I listened in  on  and let 
people know  w h a t w as com ing. These peop le  w ere being purposely  set up  
so they w ould fail and  cou ld  be d ishonorab ly  discharged. I am  thinking, 
"W ait a m inute. They on ly  have  th is little  b it of tim e left a n d  look w h a t
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th ey  gave. They are screw ed up. All the m arbles are n o t clicking, bu t they 
a re  try ing  to  readjust to  a  society th a t does n o t . . .  see the need for this 
conflict. Do w e really have to play w ith  their m inds here in  th is 
env ironm ent?" That w as m y first exposure to the ug ly  side of the w orld. 
(Vol. H, pp. 39-40)
G aining a m ore realistic picture of the w orld  as a whole im pacts the
w ay Jack view s people, including  his students, today:
I found  som e com passion along the w ay. I th ink  [the military] w as basically 
w here  I started  seeing life differently. [Before California] kids w ere  black 
a n d  white. There w ere good  kids and there w ere bad  kids. [I do n o t see] 
k id s today  as black o r w hite. They struggle everyday to get to school. They 
strugg le  everyday w ith  their hom ew ork just like I struggle everyday, just 
like you struggle everyday. We are all struggling people. I am n o t going to 
judge  anybody. (Vol. II, p . 40)
Becoming an  Educator
In 1971 Jack becam e p a r t  of the district in  w hich he currently  works.
Though Jack's initial certification was in  secondary education, the d istric t filed
a w aiver and  as Jack describes:
I sp en t six m onths subbing  in  sixth grade for a teacher whose husband  had 
cancer and w as dying. A n d  you know, I absolutely loved i t . . . .  The age 
g roup  w as perfect and  so that's w hat p rom pted  m e to go back an d  get my 
elem entary  certificate. (Vol. II, p. 38)
This presen ts a sharp con trast to Jack's experience as a secondary teacher: "I 
absolutely hated  secondary education. I felt like a policem an" (Vol. II, p. 35).
Jack's first full-tim e teaching position was in  fou rth  grade. W hen I
asked h im  to describe his classroom  and  teaching approach  at th a t p o in t in his
career, he explained:
Y ou w ou ld  have seen k id s in  groups because I've  alw ays been a  person  
w h o  likes k ids g rouped  for interaction. There w ere  learning centers 
a ro u n d  the room  because I w as self-contained. I u sed  [learning centers] as a 
w ay  of d iv id ing  m ath  u p  into groups. . . .  I w as a dem onstration  classroom 
help in g  teachers to lea rn  how  to m ainstream  special education studen ts
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into the  classroom . (Vol. II, p . 35)
Som e of Jack's colleagues du ring  these early years o f teaching se rv ed  to
soften his v iew  of others. A n im p o rtan t tu rn in g  po in t occurred  in  1974:
I had  the best e lem entary  principal, and  she is still m y  dearest friend. . . . 
She is n o w  a superin tenden t of [a large school d istric t in  the M ichiana 
area]. She is an absolutely rem arkable w om an. She basically told m e I had  
the po ten tia l to be a good  teacher, b u t I need  to w ork  on  some of m y  people 
skills. A n d  I said, "Excuse m e." She said, "Yeah!" and  proceeded to  lis t 
about five m illion of them . She w as b ru ta lly  honest a n d  I apprecia ted  that. 
(Vol. fi, p . 122)
This principal w as w illing to n o t on ly  m entor Jack in  his people  skills,
b u t she also m entored  h im  professionally:
W hen I w as a new teacher and  d id  n o t know  all the ropes, did no t know  
w hen I w as 12 years o ld  as a teacher, som ebody gave m e the benefit o f the 
doubt a n d  took the tim e to explain the A 's, the B's, and  the  C's. (Vol. II, p. 
63)
A nother person w ho  deeply  influenced Jack du ring  these early y ears  as
an  educator w as a fellow teacher. Jack no ticed  her k indness and  set o u t to
m ake the  qualities of g iv ing  o thers the  benefit of the d o u b t and  trea ting  them
w ith  respect p a rt of his o w n  life. Jack described Susan:
I cannot im agine [Susan] being an  un k in d  person. . . . She was the ty p e  of 
person th a t w ould alw ays see the o ther side  of the k ids which does n o t 
m ean th a t she was alw ays perfect, b u t she alw ays said, "B ut look . . ." an d  I 
adm ired  tha t. (Vol. II, p . 65)
C on tinued  G row th
T hough  Jack found  teaching enjoyable and  grew  professionally  a n d  
personally  w hile  teaching fo u rth  grade, a fte r 7 years he recognized the  n eed  
for a change:
I can rem em ber . . .  the  last d ay  of school. The studen ts w ere all gone. A nd  
I was p u ttin g  things aw ay  in  a  closet, a n d  I though t to  m yself "I c a n 't  do  
this one m ore  year. T here is no  challenge left in  this job. I really n eed  to
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m ove on." (Vol. II, p . 35)
These though ts coincided w ith a n  o p p o rtu n ity  to becom e a curriculum
coordinator fo r the district. This adm inistrative p o st appealed  to  Jack and  he
rem em bers thinking, "Let's try  this; it  cou ld  be really  exciting" (Vol. II, p. 35).
This position d id  bring new  challenges an d  opportun ities for him:
The district w as w oefully [behind] in  the  area of language arts. They w ere 
in  the d a rk  ages. We w ere still using basal texts th a t w ere [outdated] and  
still had  peop le  cranking o u t purp le  w orksheets. W riting w as som ething 
w e called penm anship . (Vol. n , p. 35).
For the next 12 years Jack w orked as a curriculum  coordinator. N ot 
on ly  was he actively w ork ing  to im prove curricu lum  and instruction w ith in  
his district, b u t  he also b ranched  ou t to  becom e involved in  b o th  a regional 
a n d  in ternational professional organization. Jack po in ted  out, "The 
professional opportun ities ou tside  the d is tric t allow ed me to come back and  
do  m y job better"  (Vol. II, p. 38).
One of Jack's p roudest professional achievem ents occurred  during 
these years. H e started  Kaleidoscope , a lite ra ry  m agazine, for the  district. For 5 
years he pub lished  this m agazine w hich con tained  a  piece of writing from  
every  studen t in  G rades K-8. Jack then took  this project to a sta te  organization, 
an d  they adop ted  his idea an d  m agazine nam e. Kaleidoscope  is now 
published  a t th e  state level.
Jack exp la ined  his m otivation  for seeking professional involvem ent 
beyond  his district: "So m any  people th a t I w as w orking w ith  a t the tim e [did 
n o t view] education  as . . .  a  profession. . . .  I really  w asn 't ge tting  any 
professional nourishm en t in  m y  district so I w en t elsew here" (Vol. II, p. 37). 
H is involvem ent in  the sta te  o rganization  increased  and he eventually
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became president. H e com m ented, "It w as the  first tim e I h ad  ever run  for
som ething and d id  w hat I said  I w anted to d o "  (Vol. II, p . 124). As president,
Jack was responsible for the state  conference. P lanning these conferences,
brought no t on ly  professional b u t also personal satisfaction to  Jack.
These stretching  professional opportun ities cam e to Jack during  a time
of great personal upheaval, divorce. D ealing w ith  the divorce, Jack says,
p u t me into th e r a p y . . . .  [I had  been] in  a situation w here  I did not 
acknowledge w ho I was as a person or understand  th a t the world is m ade 
up  of a w hole lo t of different people. I w as an ou t of control person for 
about 20 years as far as tem per. I w as a d o e r . . . .  I w ou ld  m ow  my law n 
three times a w eek to get r id  of the tire  m arks on the law n. I was a really  
frustrated individual. After therapy, m y personality  basically changed. . . . 
It was a really w retched experience, b u t in  the long ru n  it  worked o u t 
really well. (Vol. II, p. 123)
By 1993 Jack w as ready for another change:
I th o u g h t . . .  I do  not w ant to start all over. . . .  I do  n o t need to prove 
myself professionally. I have m ade m y m ark  as a person  in  the state. . . . 
The issue really  w as that I felt I needed to get back to kids. Even though I 
had  been in  an  adm inistrative job and  I still w orked w ith  kids. [But] they 
were not m y ow n  . . . that w as som ething tha t w as m issing. (Vol. II, p. 36)
Jack began teaching sixth-grade Language A rts, his position  during  m y study.
Jack's personal life evened out d u rin g  this tim e also. H e noted, "I 
returned  to the classroom, I m et m y partner [Steve], and  liked that b a lan ce .. . .  
I say to kids, you have to m ake sure you keep  life as a balance" (Vol. II, p. 128).
Jack's Classroom 
A ppearance
Even before I began visiting Jack's classroom  as p a r t  of this study, I was 
able to visualize it. I had  supervised a s tu d en t teacher in  Jack's classroom. The 
room , and Jack him self, rem ained m uch as I rem em bered  from  my prev ious
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visits. The room  is com fortable, n o t cozy or cutesy, and  lacks educational 
clu tter prevalent in m any classroom s. W as this in tentional o r  coincidental?
M y first form al classroom  observation occurred d u rin g  December, an d  
Jack's classroom had its ow n tree, decorated by studen ts in  h is advisory group. 
The rest of the classroom  ap p ea red  oblivious to the season, how ever. M any of 
Jack's bulletin boards d isp layed  posters, some of them  fram ed, about reading . 
O ne of m y favorite posters proclaim ed: "The W orld Belongs to  Readers." A 
free-standing, brow n lattice w all created a cozy library com er complete w ith  
its ow n rocking chair. Ind iv idual s tu d en t mailboxes located close to Jack's 
desk  w ere also located conveniently  for studen ts ' access. A  num ber of filing 
cabinets, some two- and  som e four-draw er, w ere scattered th ro u g h o u t the 
edges of the room  and  labeled w ith  num bers. Their location indicated  th a t 
these cabinets were m ost likely for studen t rather than teacher use.
I w as m ost in trigued, how ever, by the num ber and  size of live p lan ts 
grow ing in Jack's classroom . T w o huge ferns perched on top  of filing cabinets, 
a ficus tree stood p roud ly  in th e  center back of the classroom , and  other p lan ts 
w ere nestled around  the lib rary  com er. It appeared  tha t Jack w as hoping to 
add  another p lan t to his collection because a slip w as a ttem pting  to  g row  roots 
in a plastic w ater bottle. Jack also  had  a table lam p on  his desk  w hich w as 
often  glow ing though  its ligh t seem ed  insignificant due  to  generous overhead  
lights and  natural ligh t p ro v id ed  th rough  the w indow s by  Jack 's desk.
The arrangem ent of s tu d e n t desks in Jack's classroom  w as constantly 
changing. Since they w ere in d iv id u a l desks w ith  an  attached table, they w ere  
easy to move. Jack also had  a few  tables w ith chairs for s tu d en ts  to  occupy 
du ring  class. The desks w ere o ften  a rranged  in  som e type of g roup  form ation
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
85
though Jack d id  have them  in  s tra ig h t row s during  one of my visits. Students 
d id  no t have assigned seats, b u t  I noticed tha t m any o f them  chose to sit in the 
sam e general location.
Jack's room  alw ays ap p ea red  neat and  tidy d u rin g  m y visits. O ften 
before one group of studen ts le ft his classroom  and th e  nex t group  arrived, 
Jack m oved rapid ly  a round  the  classroom  stra igh ten ing  desks, and  checking 
for scraps of paper or forgo tten  possessions. One d ay  Jack  happened  upon  a 
pile of scraps on a desk  and  th o u g h  studen ts were a lready  exiting, he stopped 
them  and  called their a tten tion  to  the m ess. As s tu d en ts  cleaned u p  the bits of 
paper, Jack said, "I h ad  a gerbil once tha t d id  this" (Vol. II, p. 17). A nother time 
as Jack p o in ted  o u t personal belongings to a student, h e  com m ented, "It's  a 
good th ing  I'm  your m other" (Vol. II, p. 53) as the s tu d e n t retrieved them .
D uring  m y second v isit to  Jack's classroom, I sensed  d isrup tion  and  an 
undercurren t of turm oil in  the  hallw ay. Jack was n o t a t  h is usual sp o t by the 
door to welcom e studen ts. W hen  one of the  students asked  if I w as the 
substitute, I knew  som eth ing  w as amiss. A nother s tu d e n t inform ed m e that 
Jack w as dow n the hall w hich  im m ediate ly  alleviated m y  concerns abou t his 
absence. Jack quietly explained the  d isqu iet in  the six th-grade wing; they  were 
dealing w ith  a d rug-related  d iscipline problem  that day . Jack m otioned  me 
into the classroom  an d  said, "M y hom e is you r hom e" (Vol. II, p. 27).
Jack again in troduced  h is view  of the  classroom  being  his hom e w hen 
he explained his beliefs abou t its  decor. W hen he first b egan  teaching, he 
decorated  his classroom  m u ch  like the  trad itional e lem en tary  classroom  w ith 
bright, colorful bulletin  boards, objects hanging  from  th e  ceiling, an d  things 
scattered along the w alls. This changed  w hen  his d istric t experienced an
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influx of M ontessori-trained teachers. Jack explained h is m etam orphosis:
I started  looking  a t tha t M ontessori a p p ro a c h . . . .  I really  d id  n o t w ant my 
classroom  to  look  like a school room . I thought, "W here in  yo u r house do 
y ou  have b u lle tin  boards? W here do  y ou  have th ings hanging  from the 
ceiling unnecessarily?" (Vol. II, p. 57)
From  then  on  Jack  determ ined no t to  clu tter u p  his classroom  and  to be
intentional ab o u t the  item s he chose to display. D uring  m y visits, I saw little
studen t w ork  covering  the walls of Jack's classroom ; how ever, he does like to
display their w o rk  and  does so periodically.
S tudents m ake posters advertising their favorite book. M ost of the time I 
p u t  [their projects] in  the hallw ay. . . . There is m ore traffic so kids can see 
them  [and] I d o  n o t w ant a lot of [things in  the room ]. . . .  I am  not a 
"clu tter pe rso n "  and  I think for a  lo t of these kids c lu tter is their m iddle 
nam e so it m akes it easy for them  to come in  here [if there  is less clutter]. 
(Vol. n, p. 58)
C urriculum  and  Instruction  
Routine a n d  variety  describe the  learn ing  experiences Jack plans for his 
65-70-minute blocks w ith  students. Basic learn ing  experiences for Language 
Arts can be b roken  dow n  into Daily O ral Language (DOL), Spelling, Reading, 
and W riting. W hile these at tim es appeared  as discreet activities, they are also 
in tegrated . A t tim es m oving from  one of these aspects to  another m eant 
clearing s tu d en ts ' desks, a t other tim es they  flow ed na tu ra lly  from  one to the 
other w ith  little fanfare. Jack and the studen ts frequently  referred  to content 
learned  from  p rev io u s experiences, m aking  connections w ith  the current 
topic, an d  creating  continuity. These connections w ere m ade  naturally  and 
consistently w h ich  served  to in tegrate  the en tire  L anguage A rts experience; 
how ever, I w ou ld  like to break ap art the learn ing  experiences and  describe 
some of the activ ities w hich Jack d id  w ith  his students.
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Daily Oral Language
Each Language A rts block began  w ith DOL. As students en te red  the 
classroom, Jack slid a transparency on  the overhead projector. These 
transparencies had  three sentences for students to consider. The first tw o 
sentences need corrections and the th ird  sentence w as called a "kerne l"  or 
sim ple sentence and  students w ere to  expand that sentence by  ad d in g  phrases 
of their choice. These phrases w ere to tell how, when, w here, a n d / o r  why, 
giving m ore details and  m aking the  sentence m ore interesting.
Jack's students appear to have  the routine of beginning L anguage Arts 
w ith  DOL dow n to a science. After choosing a desk, students fo u n d  their 
notebooks and began correcting DOL sentences. As students w orked , Jack 
m oved around  the room  m onitoring  progress, giving assistance, a n d  
encouraging on-task behavior. Jack's gracious assistance to s tu d en ts  included 
asking their opin ion  abou t sentence corrections. A studen t p o in te d  to a 
sentence and  asked, "Is tha t good?" Jack responded with, "Is th a t th e  righ t 
question to ask? You tell m e" (Vol. II, p. 27). A nother tim e w hile  looking 
over students ' corrections, Jack p au sed  and  asked a student to o rally  read  the 
sentence he w as correcting. After the  studen t read  his work, Jack said, "You 
stum bled a t the sam e place I stum bled" and m entioned th a t som etim es w ord 
o rder causes "road  bum ps" tha t m ake a sentence difficult to read  (Vol. II, p. 
27). Jack then suggested the  stu d en t continue w orking on his sen tence to 
elim inate road  bum ps.
The task of correcting DOL sentences was undertaken  by  th e  entire 
class. Jack began by  calling on a s tu d en t to suggest a correction a fte r w hich Jack 
w rote the correction on  the transparency. Sometimes Jack called o n  another
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s tu d en t and o ther tim es he asked studen ts  to call on each other. S tudents 
eagerly  w aved the ir arm s indicating th a t they  w anted  to share a correction 
w ith  the  class. D uring  occasions w hen studen ts chose each other to  m ake 
corrections, they  tended to fall into the ru t  of selecting stu d en ts  w ho  had  
already  given a correction. Jack w ould then  say, "Rem em ber, there are  lots of 
people here to be  called on" (Vol. n , p. 18). D uring one class, a s tuden t 
indicated  that the  class had  m ade all the necessary corrections. Jack responded, 
"O nly  in  your dream s!" (Vol. H, p. 28) an d  students con tinued  their quest to 
find all the m istakes. Jack also gave h in ts during  these exchanges w hen  
studen ts struggled to find all the errors. Following a s tu d e n t's  incorrect 
suggestion, Jack said, "No, b u t . . .  you are  thinking in the righ t direction"
(Vol. E, p. 28).
I was in trigued  by studen ts ' responses to the th ird  DOL sentence which 
allow ed them  to ad d  their ow n ideas and  use creativity. O ften tim es as m any 
as half of the studen ts eagerly w aved the ir arm s hop ing  to  be one of the four 
studen ts selected to  w rite a new  sentence on  the board . These w aving  
appendages w ere  also accom panied by 'T ic k  me, p ick  m e!" (Vol. n , p. 28).
As studen ts w rote their sentences on  the board , Jack com m ented, 
"Rem em ber th a t p a r t  of y o u r com m unication skills is h av ing  you r w riting  
legible from differen t parts of the room " (Vol. II, p . 28). A nother tim e he 
p o in ted  out, "It is a  d istraction to [students w riting on  the  board] if y ou  
com m ent on their w ork" (Vol. II, p. 28). Jack also quickly  scanned each of the 
four sentences an d  a t tim es quietly p o in ted  ou t errors to  ind iv idual students.
Jack u sed  studen ts ' DOL sentences to  discuss w ays of im proving 
sentences in s tu d en ts ' personal w riting. O ne day Jack asked  a particu lar
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stu d en t if she w an ted  to  a d d  m ore to her sentence since she h a d  heard  the 
o th er three s tuden ts ' sentences. She responded, "Do I have to?" and  Jack 
replied , "There is n o th in g  in  life you have to do b u t eat and  b reathe, b u t I 
w o u ld  suggest you  ex p an d  [your sentence]" (Vol. n, p. 18). T hough  Jack asked 
th a t studen ts n o t change the  kernel sentence he gave them , it  w as no t 
unusual for studen ts to  m ake som e type of alteration. A fter one  s tu d en t 
changed the kernel sentence, Jack poin ted  o u t tha t the s tu d en t actually  m ade 
the  kernel sentence b e tte r  as a resu lt of the  changes.
Jack often ap p ea red  p leased  w ith an d  com plim ented s tu d en ts  on  their 
w ork: "W hen w e first s ta rted  add ing  to kernel sentences, you  w ro te  sho rt 
sentences and  now  w e  have people  w riting  rich sentences and  going into 
m ore detail" (Vol. II, p . 28). O ne day  Jack asked students to reflect on  w hich of 
the  four sentences gave a m ore detailed p ictu re  of the event described. H e 
requested they no t s ta te  their observations publicly, b u t to reflect on the 
question. H e then  re fe rred  to  the sixth-grade w riting  rubric  an d  explained that 
the  rubric 's reference to  in teresting  sentences m eans sentences th a t p rov ide  
detailed  descrip tion a n d  p a in t p ictures in  their m inds.
Spelling
Some type of spe lling  activity often follows DOL in  the L anguage A rts 
block. S tudents' spelling  w o rd  lists consist of 18 w ords targeting  specific 
spelling stra tegy and  e ig h t con ten t area w ords. W hen giv ing  s tu d en ts  the 
pretest, Jack m ade com m ents an d  gave them  h in ts to help  them  be successful. 
H e talked freely abou t th e  spelling w ords follow ing a specific s tra tegy  and  
a lerted  them  w hen  the  stra tegy  changed.
One day  Jack gave  a  se t of five w ords, then  said, "D id yo u  do  som ething
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different w ith  these last five w ords? Let's see how  astute you are. It changes 
slightly in  the last three w ords." Stephen spoke up, "I know !" to which Jack 
asked, "W ho said 'I  know '?" W hen Stephen identified him self, Jack said, 
"[Stephen] and I need  to have a bonding m om ent" and approached Stephen 's 
desk. After looking a t S tephen 's paper, Jack rem arked  w ith  surprise and 
delight, "Oh, you do know !" (Vol. II, p. 94).
The pretest w as im m ediately corrected. Jack orally spelled  the w ords 
w hile sim ultaneously w riting  them  on a transparency  so studen ts could 
check their own w ork. A fter com pleting a g ro u p  of w ords w hich followed the 
sam e pattern , Jack stopped  to discuss the p a tte rn  w ith  studen ts. When he 
m oved to the next g roup  of w ords, Jack changed the color of the transparency 
m arker. Jack recalled S tephen 's success in identify ing  the spelling strategy 
du ring  the pretest and  asked him  to explain to  it  to the rest of the class.
Students also have w h a t Jack calls spelling  packets. They consist of a 
num ber of pages sim ilar to w h a t one w ould find in  a spelling workbook. 
Students w ere periodically given pages in th e ir packets for hom ew ork, and  
these w ere then review ed in  class a t a later date . Sometimes Jack asked 
studencs to w rite answ ers to the spelling hom ew ork  on a transparency. W hen 
using  this approach, Jack requ ired  students to  say the spelling word, w rite it, 
and  orally  spell it. H e periodically  rem inded them , "For those of us who learn 
better by hearing, w ou ld  you  spell the w ord?" (Vol. II, p. 19).
Jack's students also have individual spelling  logs. Jack explained their 
purpose: "[Students] do  a strategy  in  their spelling  log. They w rite  the strategy 
w ithou t looking a t their packet. Usually I g ive them  a  w ord  o r tw o as a clue 
and  tell them , 'You can use these tw o w ords as exam ples'" (Vol. II, p. 109).
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W hen students w rite about a particu lar spelling  strategy, Jack allows
them  to choose their ow n m ethod of o rganization:
[Students] can do [their] strategy e ither in p a rag rap h  form, as bullets, as a 
m ap, o r w hatever. . . .  I really p u sh  the idea th a t there  is no one  w ay to 
o rganize y o u r thoughts. It is how  it  m akes sense to  you so th a t yo u  can 
re trieve  the  inform ation. (Vol. II, p . 110)
S tudents then study  spelling w ords w ith  a peer, followed b y  the final 
test. A ny w ords students m iss on the final tests are  w ritten  correctly in their 
ind iv idual spelling dictionaries. S tudents also cross-reference each w ord  they 
en ter in the  dictionary so they can rev iew  the stra tegy  w hich m atches each 
particu lar w ord . A t the end of the qu a rte r o r sem ester, students choose w ords 
from  their spelling dictionary, review  th e  strategies, an d  then Jack gives them  
an ind iv idual spelling test. This gives s tuden ts a "second chance" a t spelling 
the w ords correctly (Vol. II, p. 109).
R eading
It is im portan t to Jack that his s tuden ts  learn  ho w  to talk a b o u t books so 
he p rov ides am ple opportun ity  to practice this skill. A s pa rt of the  school's 
read ing  curriculum , Jack has a series pub lished  by  G reat Books Foundation  
called Junior Great Books, b u t Jack chooses n o t to u se  these books un til the 
second sem ester. D uring the first sem ester he uses p ic tu re  books since they 
are easier to com prehend, an d  he teaches studen ts h o w  to talk a b o u t them es 
and  to  enjoy books. Once studen ts are com fortable w ith  these skills, he uses 
the Jun ior G reat Books. H e believes th is  app roach  allow s studen ts to  better 
transfer listening, reading, an d  discussion skills to longer texts.
Jack w as very  excited about his read ing  p lans fo r the m on th  of 
December. H e explained th a t in  the p a s t his class has often  quickly rea d  some
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literature ab o u t the  holidays, b u t  he always felt dissatisfied since this lacked 
depth . This y ea r he decided to d o  som ething different. H e elaborated, T m  
doing  this for m yself because I w a n t to do it. I 'm  follow ing m y heart ra th er 
than  w hat I sho u ld  do  as a teacher" (Vol. n, pp . 8-9). Jack re a d  a num ber of 
p icture books to  h is class abou t hom eless people. These sto ries focused on 
reaching ou t to  o thers and ind iv iduals giving of them selves to  those a ro u n d  
them . S tudents w ere  then  asked  to make connections be tw een  the  books they  
listened to a n d  the C hristm as holiday . One s tuden t in form ed Jack that he 
could not m ake any connections betw een the books Jack h a d  chosen and  
Christmas. Jack responded  w ith , "If you are looking for trees and  Santa, there  
a re n 't any connections. But m aybe there are som e o ther connections to m ake" 
(Vol. II, p. 9).
I visited the  d ay  Jack read  December by Eve Bunting. Before show ing 
students the book , Jack asked them  to rem ove everyth ing  from  their desks, 
creating a sense of anticipation a n d  adding significance to the  upcom ing 
activity. Each s tu d e n t also received a "strip" w hich consisted of a 4.25-inch by 
11-inch paper. This strip  p ro v id ed  space for studen ts to reco rd  observations, 
w onderings, links to  literature, an d  links to life as Jack rea d  the  book.
Jack in tro d u ced  the book: "Does anyone w an t to speculate  from the 
cover of the book?" (Vol. II, p. 20). Students gave various suggestions w hile  
Jack mostly listened . H e then re a d  the book an d  show ed stu d en ts  the 
illustrations. Som e studen ts sa t an d  listened as Jack read  w hile  o thers w ro te  
busily  on the ir strips. A t one p o in t a  student softly m ade a n  observation 
w hich  Jack overhead . H e responded , "That is a  good observation , w hoever 
ju s t said that!" (Vol. II, p. 21). S tuden ts who h ad  no t com pleted  their strips by
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the end of the b o o k  were given a few  extra m inutes to com plete them .
The next tim e the class m et, Jack asked studen ts to m ove in to  self­
selected groups. H e set the follow ing criteria: N o t all m ale o r all female 
m em bers; g roups need  to be inclusive w hen som eone else asks to join; and  
groups need a t least three m em bers, bu t no m ore than  four. In these g roups 
students d iscussed their observations and w onderings. They were asked to 
focus on th ings th a t are im portan t to the story, and  com pare group m em bers' 
individual observations and w onderings. Each g roup  also received a "g roup  
strip" on w hich to, by  consensus, record group  observations and w onderings. 
G roups' responses w ere largely  p ro found  and  insightful w ith  some triv ia 
tossed in. Jack closed the activity by  com plim enting studen ts on their 
thinking and  com m enting, " It is no t an easy sto ry" (Vol. II, p . 30).
W hen Jack uses the Jun ior G reat Books, he picks and  chooses from  the 
suggestions included  in the teacher's  m anual. H e observed, "[The publishers] 
really m ake [the curriculum ] p re tty  fool-proof for the teacher w ho is real 
uncom fortable w ith  this [approach]. . . .  I k ind of like to find the things th a t 
interest me the m o st and go w ith  them " (Vol. II, p . 106). Jack also asks 
students to com plete the strips w hile reading  stories in  the Junior G reat 
Books. A section in  studen ts ' read ing  logs p rov ided  paper for personal 
reflections on  sto ries they read . O ne day studen ts read  a story  entitled "A llah 
Will Provide" in  w hich Bou A zza notices tha t a certain snake does n o t need 
to w ork  in  o rder to have its needs m et. Bou A zza decides to follow the snake's 
exam ple and  q u it h is job, believing th a t A llah w ould  provide for him  a n d  his 
wife. His wife is unhappy  w ith  this choice and  assum es the responsibility of 
searching for food. D uring her search she discovers a p o t of gold coins w hich
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will p rov ide  amply for Bou Azza a n d  her during  the  res t of their lives. Bou 
Azza condudes that he  m ade the r ig h t choice in  qu itting  his job because 
Allah p rov ided  the gold coins for h im  and his wife.
Jack gave students 10-12 m inu tes to reflect on  this question: W hy is 
Bou A zza content once he d ed d es  to q u it w orking so hard? Students w rote 
their reflections in the designated section of their read ing  logs. The d a ss  then 
discussed the question as a w hole g roup . These are  the ideas I heard  expressed 
in the  discussion. S tu d e n t  refers to various sixth g raders w ho chose to 
contribute their thoughts during  the  discussion.
Jack: "W hy is Bou A zza content once he d e d d es  to qu it w orking so hard?"
Student: "He d id n 't like w orking so hard."
Jack: "Does that cause problem s in  the story?"
S tudent: "Things go t rough  a t hom e. His wife w as upset. She took  over." 
Jack: " L e ts get back to the question."
Student: "Bou A zza though t he  d id  no t have to w ork  so hard  because the 
v iper d id  not. The v iper hypno tized  the bird. Bou A zza thought th a t if he 
ju s t sat still in one sp o t Allah w ou ld  provide for him ."
Student: "Bou Azza w as a couch potato ."
Jack: "T hat is a w ord  fo r the 1990s b u t certainly n o t in the original 
translation. W hy d o e sn 't everyone ju st stop w ork ing  because A llah will 
p ro v id e?"
Student: "That is k ind  of a bad  m essage in a k id s ' story."
Jack: "A  bad message ju s t for k ids?"
S tudent: "A dults too."
Jack: "That's a good observation. [Mark], I will call on  you next because I 
know  you  have a lo t to share." (M ark w as talk ing to peers pretty  
consistently during the  d ass  discussion, bu t w hen  Jack asked h im  to
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comment, h e  gave an  off-the-wall response.)
Jack: "I 'm  n o t sure h o w  th a t fits in. C an  you give m e the context?"
Mark: "M aybe som eone prepared  a treasure  h u n t for Bou Azza."
Student: "Som eone cou ld  be like the Aztecs, b u ry  go ld  and forget w here  
they hid it. Then years la ter som eone could find it. A llah could m ake  a 
treasure h u n t  for us."
Jack: "T hat w ould  be fun, b u t there are som e th ings th a t you k n o w  at your 
age are n o t real. Let's p u t  an  end to the  treasure h u n t idea since there  
w asn 't one in  the story. T here 's a m essage here th a t w e w ould like to w ork 
w ith and unpack ."
Student: "T he snake d id  have to w ork  to hypnotize the  bird th o u g h  it 
looked like he d id n 't. Som e people d o n 't  w ork  to d ay  b u t they still 
su rv ive ."
Jack: "W hat do  w e call th a t today?"
Student: "W elfare."
Student: "S treet people."
Jack: "C larify that. L et's jum p  back to the  welfare idea. We need to  be 
careful to say  so m e  peop le  on  welfare since there a re  people w ho rea lly  
need to be o n  w elfare."
Student: "Som e people h u n t through  garbage to lo o k  for food."
Jack: "A re th ey  w orking?"
Student: "I guess they are."
Jack: "W e're  o u t of tim e b u t no t o u t of ideas." (Vol. II, pp . 88-89)
Jack closed the  discussion by  telling studen ts they h ad  in teresting ideas and  
th a t some of th e  o ther L anguage Arts sections had  n o t " jum ped in to  the  
story" the w ay th is g roup  d id  (Vol. II, p . 90).
A few d ay s after I listened  to the class' conversation about Bou A zza,
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Jack reflected on his practices and beliefs abou t the Jun ior Great Books Series:
[I asked the students], "W hy does Bou A zza feel comfortable once his 
decision is m ade?" . . . [This question] gives me som e insight into how  
well the kids read the  story. I do n o t w an t to ask a bunch of literal recall. I 
w ould  find th a t cheapening the sto ry . But on the o ther hand, w hen  kids 
can w rite three-fourths of a page a n d  tie in [aspects] of the story, you  just 
know  th a t they have read  [it]. It is really  easy for m e to get a grasp of w ho 
d id  the w ork  and  w ho d id  not. If [students] have [a story strip] they  can 
m ake som e connections [as they rea d  the story]. I ju s t think it m akes the 
story a little richer for them . If n o th in g  else it forces them  to th ink  beyond 
just, p lop  m yself o n  the bus and  rea d  th is story for class. The p rogram  in 
Junior G reat Books . . . forces k ids to  think. It allows for good discussion 
and som etim es for n o t so good discussion. . . . The other thing I like about 
Junior G reat Books is th a t it gets s tu d en ts  into som e other types of 
literature. It forces k id s into som e m ore sophisticated m aterial than  they 
m ight norm ally read . There are rea lly  no  righ t answ ers to so m any of the 
questions [in the Jun io r G reat Books]. The purpose is testing yo u r value 
system  and  your belief system  and  ho w  well you can support w h a t you say. 
I like tha t as opposed  to [finding] the  rig h t answer. (Vol. II, pp. 106-107)
Logs
Jack designed the  Sixth Grade Reading Log w hich students u sed  to 
record reflections on  various selections from  the Junior G reat Books Series. 
These logs have three o ther sections. The first section allows studen ts to 
record books they have read  during  six th  grade and inform ation abou t these 
books: title, author, genre , reasons fo r choosing the book, reason for 
abandoning the book, an d  w ith w hom  the  book w as shared. D uring one of 
m y visits, I overheard  one studen t sh arin g  a  book she had  read w ith  another 
student. A fter listening to her opinions, the  second s tu d en t signed his nam e 
in  the first studen t's  read in g  log. Section tw o is en titled  "Responding to 
L iterature" and  lists 19 questions for s tu d en ts  to consider when w riting  a 
journal en try  about lite ra tu re  they have  read . A num ber of lined notebook 
pages aw ait s tuden ts ' thoughts. The final section is called "A Plan for
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Reading." It includes space for students to reflect on  their reading skills and 
set goals for themselves. There is also a form for studen ts to set a sum m er 
reading  goal. Students w ho  reach their sum m er read ing  goal and  sen d  the 
com pleted contract to Jack by A ugust 15 receive a certificate to p u t in  their 
portfolio and  are recognized in the school's new sletter. The first y ea r Jack 
tried  this, only five studen ts received a certificate; how ever, during  the  most 
recent sum m er 22 ou t of 63 sixth graders com pleted their reading goals.
Celebration Logs are  also part of the sixth-grade Language A rts 
curriculum . Each studen t has his or her ow n three-by-five inch sp iral-bound 
notebook. Jack got the idea  after m eeting and read ing  Byrd Baylor's 
Celebration. He tells studen ts they can create their ow n celebrations. Once 
each w eek they "have to w rite  a date, an event, and  w hy it is im p o rtan t to 
[them]" (Vol. II, p. 42). Jack reads only the "w hy" section of studen ts ' entries. 
S tudents insert a paper clip indicating w here Jack shou ld  start read ing . The 
Celebration Logs allow students to record events an d  thoughts w hich  can 
later be developed into a longer paper. Jack also tells students that th e ir logs 
are a record of things tha t happened during  sixth grade, things tha t a re  happy 
o r sad, things they w ant to  rem em ber or things they  w ould  like to forget.
W ritin g
Jack's students incorporate their w riting skills into all other aspects of 
the Language Arts program . They use w riting skills in  DOL, in clarifying 
spelling strategies, in  reflecting on their reading  selections, and in  th e ir  
various logs. They also sp en d  time on  specific w riting  assignm ents.
D uring one of m y visits, Jack's students w ere sharing persuasive essays 
in  peer groups. To w rite these essays, students took  a  position on an  issue of
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their choice, iden tified  three supporting  reasons, and  ordered  these reasons 
from  least persuasive  to  m ost persuasive. The en tire  essay w as to be five 
parag raphs long.
Each s tu d e n t in the group h ad  a specific job: Reader, questioner, 
p raiser, sum m arizer, o r suggester. The studen t read ing  his or h e r essay 
becam e the read e r and  the other jobs ro tated  as well. Each read er also needed 
to com plete a "G ro u p  W riting Conference Response Sheet" w hich  included 
the read er 's  nam e, sum m arizer7 s com m ents, questioner's  com m ents, 
suggester's com m ents, and  the p ra iser's  com m ents (Vol. II, p. 75).
A m ong the  topics I heard  studen ts  addressing  in their essays were: 
G iving students hom ew ork , anim al experim ents, coed sports, background 
checks for foreigners, w om en running  for president, and  add ing  bagpipes to 
the m idd le  school band . The quality o f feedback studen ts received from their 
peers varied from  g ro u p  to group. I heard  students saying th ings like: W here 
is the  conclusion? W hat is your in troduction? You should  no t use "fans" a n d  
"also" so much; a n d  tw o paragraphs rep ea t each o ther. O ther suggestions 
included  specific ideas for im proving w riting, using  facts in stead  of opinions 
to su p p o rt a position , stating  the position  clearly in  the in troduction , and 
ideas fo r streng then ing  a case.
O ne group  sp e n t alm ost the en tire  time g iv ing  feedback to  a studen t 
w ho h a d  w ritten  a b o u t giving hom ew ork. Two g ro u p  m em bers im m ediately  
noticed tha t this re a d e r  d id  not actually  state his opinion; he w as rid ing the 
fence a n d  giving b o th  reasons for hav ing  hom ew ork and  reasons for 
e lim inating  hom ew ork . The sum m arizer reflected th is  p roblem  w hen  she 
sta ted  th a t she d id  n o t th ink  she could sum m arize w h a t the read er had  said
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because she w as not su re  w h a t he w as actually saying. The rem aining group  
m em bers d isagreed  ab o u t w hether the  reader w as for o r against hom ew ork. 
Jack helped th is group  by  asking questions, which go t students to articulate 
suggestions in  a m anner the  reader could  understand  and  use.
W hile m ost of the  studen ts ap p ea red  to value th e ir peers' feedback, 
others go t defensive and  chose to exp la in  w hy o thers ' ideas w ould  no t 
strengthen h is or her essay. One g ro u p  had  a m em ber w ho  did no t appear 
in terested in  partic ipating  in  the assignm ent. He w as given the job as 
sum m arizer b u t  refused to  sum m arize  the  reader's ideas. His said he had  no t 
heard  w hat the  reader said , and  an o th er g roup  m em ber had  been staring a t 
him . His peers kep t u rg ing  him  to a t least say som ething and they w ould  then  
help him, b u t  he  adam an tly  refused.
T ow ard  the end of g roup  review , Jack w rote the  following w ords: First, 
Also, A nother, Besides, Finally, and  The m ost im portan t. He explained th a t 
these are transition  w ords and  could be  used to connect ideas and help the 
essay flow m ore  sm oothly. Jack suggested  using "first" in  studen ts ' second 
paragraph; "also," "ano ther,"  or "besides" in  the th ird  paragraph; and 
"finally" or " th e  m ost im portan t"  in  the  fourth  pa rag raph . Then som e groups 
continued g iv ing  feedback to  each o ther, o ther g roups d ispersed  and  studen ts 
w orked on  altering  their essays based  on  feedback received, and a few students 
w ere far en o u g h  along in  the  w riting  process that they  sought o u t one peer to 
use Jack's w riting  rubric for additional feedback.
Jack debriefed  s tuden ts  by ask ing  them  to talk ab o u t w hat good things 
h a d  happened  in  their g roups. The m ajority  of studen ts indicated th a t 
feedback they  received w as very helpfu l. I heard  com m ents like: I realized I
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needed  to change m y conclusion; I became convinced of m y  classm ate's point 
of view  which gave m e ideas on  how  to m ake m y essay m ore persuasive; 
H earing  o thers ' w riting  style gave m e ideas abou t im proving m ine; and I 
discovered that m y opening p arag rap h  needs to be changed. Before dismissing 
students, Jack rem inded them  to com plete the last draft w hich  needs to be 
typed  or handw ritten  in cursive using  black ink. Students also needed to ask 
one adu lt to use the w riting rubric  to review  their essay.
W hen Jack reflected on his w riting practices, he explained, "I w ant to 
see if by the end of the year k ids can actually notice that the ir w riting  has 
changed" (Vol. II, p. 103). He has found that help ing  students discover ways to 
im prove their ow n w riting  w orks best. His process "is n o t . . . threatening to 
k ids because they get to play w ith  their ow n w ork" (Vol. II, p. 103).
DOL activities and  teaching students how  to analyze their sentences are 
tools Jack uses to help students g row  as w riters. H e has seen students become 
m ore creative and  free to share sentences they have w ritten  du ring  DOL since 
giving them  kernel sentences to expand. Initially  students responded  to Jack's 
request w ith  "I can 't do this. W hat do  you m ean?" (Vol. n, p. 101). Jack 
attribu tes p a rt of studen ts ' g row th  to "feeling safe in the environm ent" (Vol. 
II, p . 101). W hen students regularly  practice w riting  sentences th a t vary from 
the m onotonous subject-verb p a tte rn  and are  encouraged to  use different 
w ords in their w riting, it becom es easier for them  to w rite in teresting  
sentences w ith  a clear voice as capable and  m atu re  w riters do.
Jack teaches his students tricks of the trade:
I tell them  that they have really  good ideas b u t  butcher the  ideas by putting 
them  dow n in very  short, choppy sentences. . . .  [If] you have tw o sentences 
th a t are kernel sentences, tw o th a t begin w ith  som e of th e  sam e words, or 
you are repeating the sam e w ords, that is cheapening the  quality  of your 
w riting. (Vol. n , p. 101)
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Students do  a sentence analysis before subm itting their final d ra ft to 
Jack. This is done by num bering  each sentence then record ing  the firs t three 
w ords of the sentence beside the  num ber. As students analyze th is list, Jack 
tells them, "If you see repeated  w ords, you  know  that you  have an  obligation 
to fix them . Because if I see them , I w ill have the obligation to m ark  your 
w ork  dow n" (Vol. II, p . 101).
Jack also asks s tu d en ts  to co u n t the num ber of w ords in  each sentence. 
They talk
about the fact th a t if y ou  come u p  w ith  19 o r 20 w ords th a t m eans it  m ust 
be a p retty  full sentence. [If you] com e u p  w ith  six o r you  come u p  w ith  40, 
w hat do you  th in k  y ou  probably  have? . . .  [It] is [a] technique k id s can w alk 
away w ith  and  if they  w ish to  p u t  fo rth  the extra effort, they can actually 
get some real insigh ts about the ir w riting . (Vol. II, p. 102)
Some students w h o  op ted  to w rite  a peace essay for a contest realized 
w hen they analyzed p a rag rap h s th a t th ree  of the five sentences in  a  given 
paragraph  had  the w o rd  peace as one of the  first three w ords. Jack encourages 
them , "You do n o t have to  change them  all. M aybe there is a sen tence that 
you really love tha t yo u  d o  no t w a n t to  change" (Vol. II, p. 103). Som etim es 
students will discover th a t  all of their sentences in a given p ap er are  kernel 
sentences. They know  th is  indicates a n eed  to rearrange and  change a t  least 
one sentence in  each p arag raph . S tuden ts are quick to ask  Jack for assistance, 
b u t he is ju st as quick to  ask  them  to try  it  on  their ow n. Jack explained, "I 
w an t them  to use [these techniques] o n  their ow n. It is no t going to w ork  if 
m y  classroom  is the on ly  tim e they  u se  them " (Vol. II, p. 103).
C lassroom  M anagem ent
W hen I a ttem p t to  describe Jack 's classroom  m anagem ent, I feel a  bit
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like the preservice teachers I have the opportun ity  to m entor. They often 
inform  me th a t their supervising  teacher has no m anagem ent p lan  because 
there  are no  discipline problem s. These superv ising  teachers control the 
classroom so subtly  and  unobtrusively  th a t it  is challenging to  describe their 
m ethod. Jack is like that. I seldom  saw  students acting inappropria te ly  in  
Jack's classroom , b u t I consistently saw  students following routines.
Jack m akes it clear to  his s tu d en ts  th rough  w h a t he says an d  th rough  
his actions th a t he enjoys being w ith  them . By listening to Jack 's stories or 
brief com m ents abou t s tuden ts ' lives o r  special challenges specific ind iv iduals 
face a t hom e, w ith  peers, o r academ ically, I became aw are th a t Jack know s his 
students well.
Periodically w hen  Jack did need  to address s tuden t b ehav io r in  the 
classroom, h is approach  w as direct in  a nonabrasive way. One afternoon 
studen ts w ere  busy  creating m ore noise than  usual. Some of the  noise w as 
from  studen t m ovem ent, som e of it cam e from conversations, and  som e of it 
w as noise th a t m idd le  schoolers m ysteriously  m ake regardless of the activity. 
A fter 20 m inutes of this, Jack said, "Excuse me. I w ould  like to  have everyone 
sit down. Everyone. Fifty-five m inutes is too long for this m uch  racket!" (Vol. 
II, p . 86). S tudents d id  qu iet dow n and  the  class resum ed at a low er decibel.
Jack's nonabrasive d irect m anner of confronting studen ts abou t their 
behavior som etim es h ad  a tw inge of h u m o r also. O ne m orn ing  I a rrived  
betw een Jack's advisory  tim e and his first Language A rts block. As studen ts 
settled  in for L anguage Arts, Jack casually  m entioned  new  contracts s tuden ts  
h ad  received. O ne s tu d en t said, "W hat contracts?" Jack's tone included  
surprise  and concern w hen  he said, "W ho said that?" The s tu d e n t felt safe
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enough  to raise his hand, and Jack asked if his advisor talked  to them  about 
the contracts during  advisory. In  an  offhanded tone, the s tu d en t said, "Oh, 
yeah." Jack looked relieved and  jokingly said, "It is only seven m inutes since 
advisory  and  you 've already forgotten . . . "  (Vol. n , p. 50). Later Jack informed 
me th a t he had  received a g ran t to take the sixth grade to see "O liver Twist" a t 
a com m unity  college. He w anted  studen ts to realize that their behavior before 
and  du ring  the field trip  needed to be appropriate, so the sixth-grade teachers 
established a plan for holding studen ts accountable by using contracts.
Jack is com m itted to seeing his students th rough  a gray, rather than
black and  w hite, lens. H e often referred  to th is as being liberal and  recognized
tha t it affected classroom m anagem ent:
I d o n 't th ink  that anything can be broken dow n to a b lack and  white issue, 
especially with kids a t this age. There are alw ays in tervening  things going 
on  tha t you need to consider. If nothing else, the fact tha t they  are only 12 
years old. . .  .You have to rem em ber they are 12 year old kids! . . .  I w ould 
like to th ink  that before I pass judgm ent, I k ind  of flip the coin over and 
say, "O kay, now  have we really  looked u n der this? H ave w e looked a t the 
reverse side of this? Is there anyth ing  else w e need to consider before w e 
pass judgm ent?" . . .  I w ould  like to give kids a  second chance. Rather than  
saying, "Becky, your behavior is inappropriate. You have go t to have this 
w ritten  w arning." I w ould  ra ther sit dow n and say, "O kay, w ha t is our 
problem  here? W hy is this occurring? H ow  can w e overcom e it? Maybe 
w h a t w e need to do is try to problem -solve and  let you  com e u p  w ith a 
stra tegy  o r two to [make sure w e do] not have this happen  again." This 
does n o t m ean it will no t happen  again because students a re  only learning 
and  they  are only 12 years old. They are no t perfect so I guess I w ould 
ra th e r bend  the rules som etim es. Yet you [the researcher] have been in m y 
classroom  long enough to know  t h a t . . .  I do  n o t have discipline problem s 
in  m y classroom. (Vol. II, pp . 62-63)
T hrough  unsolicited com m ents, several studen ts expressed  their 
feelings tow ard  Jack. These conversations w ith  studen ts o ften  arose from 
their curiosity  about m y presence in  their classroom . O ne m ale studen t asked
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w hether I w as there  to evaluate Jack. W hen I explained m y  purpose, the 
studen t expressed relief because he  did no t w an t Jack to lose his job. A nother 
studen t w ondered if  I w as p lann ing  to replace Jack. A fter hearing  the purpose 
of m y visits, this s tu d en t inform ed me that he w as g lad  Jack w as not leaving 
the classroom because Jack is a good  teacher.
I had no such  conversations w ith female studen ts; how ever, I do no t
see that as an indication that the girls liked Jack less than  the boys. I see it as
an  indication tha t Jack is able to  develop a different k ind  o f relationship w ith
the male students w hich  the boys relish since their e lem entary  school years
are dom inated by fem ale teachers. Jack confirm ed m y thoughts:
Guys see school as being a w om an 's world. . . .  I used  to  have kids come 
into fourth grade and  teachers w ould  say, ". . . These boys are just awful." 
But I did no t have a problem  w ith  them. . . .  I have no in te rest in a lo t of 
stuff they are in terested  in, b u t I am male as opposed to  female so I ju st 
approach things a little b it differently. It w as k ind  of developm entally  
where they needed  to be, an d  I think it is the sam e w ay on  [the m iddle 
school] level. . . . G uys come in to  m y classroom and  there  is a different sort 
of thing going on. I th ink  they  appreciate th a t perspective. (Vol. II, p. 38)
Beliefs 
M aking Choices
Jack's deep belief that m idd le  schoolers are capable of m aking decisions
and  should have the o ppo rtun ity  to  make choices is the  resu lt of reading
N ight o f the Twisters by  Ivy R uchm an the sum m er before beginning his
current assignm ent. In  this book Jack saw young adolescents m aking life or
death  decisions for them selves an d  other hum ans. As each school year
begins, Jack discusses h is ph ilosophy  w ith his students:
You will no t alw ays have choices on everything th a t you can do, b u t 
w henever there is an  assignm ent I will alw ays try  to g ive you  an option  so 
you  do no t feel th a t you  are backed  into a situation th a t y o u  cannot ge t o u t
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of. O n the  o ther h an d , doing the  w o rk  is no t a  choice. W hen it is an 
assignm ent you  a re  . . . required to  com plete i t  o r  there are consequences. 
(Vol. II, p . 112)
Jack believes th a t "k id s  feel they are  p re tty  m uch respected as young people . . . 
when they  have a choice in  w hat is go ing  on  a t school" (Vol. II, p. 113).
S tudents are g iven  freedom , b u t  it  is freedom  Jack has g iven  to them . 
Jack said,
Kids assum e it is th e ir structure. I give them  th e  fram ew ork and  they p u t 
in the  pieces to  shore  up  the stru c tu re  (Vol. II, p . 41). I try to em pow er kids, 
to say, "You are accountable. T here are things I cannot do for you, th ings I 
could do  for you, b u t  I choose n o t  to because in  the  end tha t is going to  be 
an enabling  behavior."  (Vol. II, p . 33)
By allow ing s tu d en ts  to m ake choices, som e o f which w ill be better 
than others, Jack has a natural o p p o rtu n ity  to teach them  how  to deal w ith  
m istakes an d  poor choices. He tells them , "You m ay  choose the w rong 
[option] b u t you can learn  from it. W e learn  from  o u r m istakes. M aking a 
m istake is n o t bad" (Vol. II, p. 34).
Jack expressed concern tha t th e  very  struc tu re  o f schooling in  A m erica
teaches s tuden ts th a t they  have no choices to m ake:
So m any  kids com e to school on  the  yellow  bus. They get d ropped  off.
They are  handed  a schedule. T hey do the schedule. They do it everyday for 
180 days. They g e t on  the bus a n d  go hom e, and  school is over. They never 
once m ade  a decision  about any th ing  in  their lives. A dults do no t function 
that w ay, an d  w e d o  n o t grow  as peop le  if every th ing  is p lanned  ou t for us. 
(Vol. E, p . 34)
School Is Life
A llow ing stu d en ts  to m ake choices is connected to another belief Jack 
holds deeply: H e believes that school is life. Jack said , "I th ink tha t school is 
really ab o u t teaching k id s about life a n d  so I use language to connect to life"
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Vol. II, p . 33). He w en t on to explain his belief th a t
school is basically society u n d e r a m agnifying glass. The problem s we have 
a t school are really the  sam e problem s we have in  society. . . . There are 
little people . . .  and  big people try ing  to control th e m .. . .  If you  think 
abou t w hat goes on  in  school, it is the sam e stu ff that goes on  in  society, 
and  kids can come to appreciate that. Kids can appreciate th e  fact that they 
really  are responsible for each o ther regardless of ethnic background, 
gender differences, o r w hatever [differences] there  may be. (Vol. II, p. 34)
As a Language A rts teacher, Jack believes learning skills to  use
language effectively is a crucial aspect in everyone's life. H e acknow ledged
th a t som e of his students m ay choose to write fo r a living, b u t
if they  do not earn  their livelihood from language, m aybe they  will use it 
as a w ay of clarifying their ow n thoughts, as a w ay to be introspective, . . .  
and  grow  to be the person they  can be. I th ink  language is such a powerful 
tool and  offers such potential to people w ho have com m and of it (Vol. II,
p. 6).
I w an t them  to be literate. I w an t them  to use language. I w a n t them  to 
understand  that language is pow erfu l and  their success is based  on their 
ability to convey th o u g h t.. . .  I do no t w ant them  to just be ready  for 
seventh grade. I w an t them  to be ready  to go o u t the door and  become 
m em bers of society. (Vol. II, p . 115)
Because school is life, Jack p lans learning experiences for students that
"are  n o t school-based as m uch as life-based or personal grow th-based" (Vol. II,
p. 58). O ne example of this is an  em ployability u n it Jack designed:
The guidance counselor came in  an d  talked ab o u t em ployability  skills. 
Then w e talked abou t how  to do  an  interview , and  studen ts conducted an 
in terview  w ith som eone they  consider successful. . . . They w ro te  their 
notes, filed their notes, and  now  w e . .  . are w ork ing  at w riting  a five- 
p a rag raph  paper. . . .  I could have done tha t assignm ent in  a m uch 
different way, b u t I w an ted  it  to  m irro r the fact th a t I w an t them  to start 
th ink ing  about career choices. I w a n t them  to  look  outside the school 
se tting  a t people they  m igh t consider successful, and  also see how  things 
they do  in  school actually  flow  over into real life. (Vol. II, p . 58)
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G ray Lens
Jack's time in San Francisco w ith  the m ilitary changed his view of the 
w orld  and his perceptions of people. As a resu lt of his beliefs, Jack said, "I 
know  I am  branded a liberal" (Vol. II, p. 40). For Jack, "liberal is being gray" 
(Vol. II, p. 62), it m eans "to  look a t bo th  sides of the coin" (Vol. II, p. 40), and 
that change is always an  option. In the dassroom , being liberal m eans that 
Jack is com m itted "to  giving kids a second chance" (Vol. II, p . 62). Jack's liberal 
beliefs are seen in his interactions w ith  students and adults alike.
Periodically Jack gives his students a DOL test. It consists of 10 sentences 
for students to correct and  rew rite on a sheet of notebook p a p e r. The m ajority 
of students are able to complete the test in the tim e allotted; how ever, I 
noticed Angie found it difficult to com plete her task. As the e n d  of the period 
approached, Jack checked to see how  m uch she had  com pleted  and told her 
she needed only to rew rite  2 of the 10 sentences on her no tebook  paper.
W hen Jack dism issed the class, Angie was again falling b eh in d  the others in 
gathering up  her m aterials. Jack helped  her get organized a n d  record 
assignm ents before she left. After she exited, Jack told me th a t  Angie is very 
disorganized and gets d istracted easily. He feels th a t A ngie's m other adds to 
A ngie's problem s by n o t being organized herself. Though h e  som etim es feels 
im patien t w ith  Angie, he looks a t her hom e environm ent a n d  chooses to 
trea t her w ith  com passion.
After I observed Jack's dass discussing a piece of lite ra tu re, Jack told m e
about Jessie. Jessie finds it difficult to respond to  a question w ith o u t
slipping all over the  place, b u t m any times she has w onderfu l answers. 
[Jessie] was a sp ed a l education studen t until last year. She to ld  her m other, 
"M om, I know  if I w o rk  hard  I do no t have to  be a sp ed a l education 
student." She d id  n o t w ork  hard  the first m arking period  . . . and  we had  a 
conference. Her m other [told Jessie], "It is up  to you. E ither you  get B's and
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O s  or you are  back in  special education." [Jessie] is doing  B and C w o rk  
[now]. H er contributions to  the  discussion, if you can get over the giggling 
and  the nonsense, are v ery  good  points. W hat w as so disheartening  
[yesterday] w as tha t [Jessie] w as in her g iggling m ode. I t  set off the o th er 
k ids so ou r discussion w as n o t as focused as it could have been. B u t . . . 
[Jessie] m ade her points a n d  they  w ere validated . That is w hat is really  
im portant. (Vol. II. pp. 107-108)
Jack's paren ts are e lderly  w ith  a variety  of medical and  physical
conditions w hich  som etim es m ake  it a challenge to see them  th rough  a  g ray
lens. Jack described a recent issue  he had to deal with:
M y m other is driv ing  m e absolutely crazy righ t now  w ith  all the h ea lth  
issues. It cou ld  blow  m y m ind , bu t I stop  an d  think, "W ait a m inute. She is 
doing the best she can w ith  the  m em ory loss which has occurred." . . . She 
is supposed to  be taking these  pills once a day. Technically she sho u ld  be 
o u t of them , b u t  she isn 't w h ich  m eans she d id  not [take one daily]. . . . 
W hen I asked  m y  mom, "D o you  still have any pills left?" She said, "O h  
yes, I have a few " and co u n ted  ou t 20 of them . I thought, "This is n o t 
good!" So I decided  to b u y  a 28-day container and I labeled it w ith the  
m onth and days so she ju s t m atches them  up . She is do ing  the best she 
can. She is frustra ted  by  h e r  ow n  lack of m em ory. She w ould  not 
purposely  w a n t to [omit h e r  m edication]. W hy get on h e r case abou t it? 
(Vol. II, p. 64)
T he Classroom , M y Hom e
Jack sees h is classroom  as h is home. The American Heritage D ictionary  
(1993) defines hom e as "an env ironm en t offering  security  and  happiness." 
Jack 's classroom is a safe p lace w here  students are  encouraged to share th e ir 
ideas, w here m aking  a m istake an d  learning from  it is acceptable, and  a p lace 
w here  laughter an d  happ iness a re  in term ingled  w ith  h a rd  w ork.
D eveloping rela tionsh ips w ith  others is valued  in  Jack's classroom : 
"Teaching is a relationship . Y ou have to have som ething to  teach, b u t y o u  
have to  build  relationships w ith  k ids" (Vol. II, p . 61). "The k ids need to  k n o w  
th a t y ou  are a  people  person. If y o u  are no t a people person, you can have  the
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
109
best curriculum  know ledge an d  you  are going to  be m issing the boat" (Vol. II, 
p . 65). Part of Jack's relationship  w ith  his s tu d en ts  includes being  a role m odel 
for them .
Jack's classroom  env ironm en t is im p o rtan t to him. H e chooses to 
decorate w ith item s one m igh t find  in  a house. H e prefers to th ink  of the 
classroom  as a learn ing  environm ent, a place w h ere  indiv iduals can learn 
from  each other. Jack him self is an  essential p a r t  of the classroom  
environm ent. H e assum es an  unpreten tious a ir though  he has been 
recognized a t local, county, state , and  national levels for excellence in 
teaching and education. A quick  g rin  sends the  m essage that he has a sense of 
hum or, and  his respectful in te rest in  others says, "I value you an d  your input. 
I am  in terested  in  know ing m ore  abou t you." Jack has the ability to pu t o thers 
a t ease because he is a t ease w ith  himself.
Reflective E ducator
D uring  m y first conversation  w ith  Jack ab o u t this study, he told me 
"the  best thing ever said in  education  is that w e need  to be reflective persons" 
(Vol. II, p . 1). For Jack, reflection appears as n a tu ra l as breathing, and  he 
expects his s tuden ts to  be reflective as well. O ne o f the  reasons he agreed to 
m entor a studen t teacher w as because it gave h im  "an  opportun ity  to look a t 
[himself] in  the m irro r one m ore  tim e" (Vol. II, p . 60). He chose to  become 
p a rt  of this research  project because it was som eth ing  he had  never done 
before and  no t to  partic ipate  in  i t  w ou ld  have b een  a m issed opportun ity  to 
grow . N o t only does Jack reflect o n  the big p ic tu re  of education, b u t he also 
looks a t each day  in  the  classroom . H is lengthy com m ute to and  from school 
allow s am ple opp o rtu n ity  for reflection.
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Self-talk is an invaluable p a r t  of Jack's reflection. H e sees the two going  
hand-in -hand . This aspect of Jack's life has allow ed him  to become well- 
acquain ted  w ith  him self and to  be comfortable w ith  w ho he is as a person and 
a professional. I t  allows him  to experience g rea t satisfaction w ith  all he has 
accom plished in  life w hile sim ultaneously reaching tow ard  new  and 
challeng ing  horizons.
S u m m a ry
I asked  Jack how  he had changed and  grow n during  his 28 years as a
teacher. D u rin g  his early years as a teacher. Jack w as content-centered b u t is
now  child-centered:
I guess th e  biggest difference betw een then  and  now  w ou ld  no t be the 
physical, i t  w ou ld  be the attitudinal. I th ink  I w as m ore curriculum  driven . 
. . .  I k n ew  kids w ere im portant, bu t there w as a curriculum  they just h ad  
to have o r  they w ould  die because nobody else w ould  give it to them. It 
w as a p re tty  narrow  focus. M y philosophy in the 1970s w as that I w as a 
teacher, I w as in  charge, and I p retty  m uch charged around  the room doing  
that! I w as  a good teacher, b u t I w asn 't having  as m uch fun  as I do now . 
(Vol. II, p . 33)
It is obvious to those w ho en ter Jack's classroom  th a t he loves being 
there  and  loves being w ith  his students. H is life experiences allow him to 
accept s tu d en ts  as they are while also challenging them  to g row  academ ically 
an d  personally . S tudents in tu rn  love and respect Jack for w ho he is. T ogether 
they  create an  environm ent conducive to learn ing  and grow th; it is a safe 
haven  for all o f them . It is their hom e.
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CHAPTER 5
RENAE-MY STUDENTS, MY FAMILY
"Does it happen all at once, like being wound, up," he asked, "or bit by bit?"
"It doesn't happen all at once," said the Skin Horse. "You become. It takes a 
long time. That's why it doesn't often happen to people who break easily, or 
have sharp edges, or zoho have to be carefully kept. Generally, by the time you 
are Real, most of your hair has been loved off, and your eyes drop out and you 
get loose in the joints and very shabby. But these things don't matter at all, 
because once you are Real you can't be ugly, except to people zoho don't 
understand."
Margery Williams, The Velveteen Rabbit 
In tro d u c tio n
I knew  nothing ab o u t Renae's school o ther than the  fact that it existed 
until a university  professor suggested I contact her principal about 
participating  in  my study . In m y m ind  it w as m erely one of the m any 
Lutheran elem entary schools scattered across M ichiana.
W hen I first v isited  Renae's school, I noted  from the size of the 
build ing  th a t enrollm ent m u st ran k  am ong  the highest in  Lutheran 
elem entary schools for th is area. The solid, brick build ings of both the school 
an d  the a ttached church su ited  well th e  shady, cobblestone street along which 
they are located. I felt an  uncom m on discom fort in approaching  the school 
because there  w as a funera l in  p rogress a t the  church. This unease, how ever, 
lasted only un til I entered the  school's double  glass doors. There I w as greeted 
w ith  the arom a of lunch, a hallw ay decorated  w ith  stu d en ts ' work, a sign 
indicating the  location of th e  office, an d  the  typical sounds of busy classrooms.
I l l
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A t the tim e of m y study, Renae w as in  h e r seventh y ear as the m ath 
teacher for G rades 5-8 though she has been an  educator for 22 years. W hen I 
first spoke w ith her, I concluded tha t Renae m u s t be an organ ized  person and 
have  an  extrem ely full schedule, b u t m uch to  m y  surprise  she agreed to 
participate in m y study . I w as struck  by her eagerness to share her students 
and  her classroom w ith  me. She explained th a t she believes they  as a school 
have m any  positive things happening , and  she w as looking forw ard  to 
sharing  them  w ith  me.
The house Renae's life has built is su rro u n d e d  by an impeccably 
m anicured  lawn. The flower beds are carefully m ulched and  full of an array  
of b righ tly  bloom ing plants. The house itself is se t back from  the street w ith 
an  a ir o f privacy su rround ing  it. Through th e  w indow s one spies frilly 
curta ins sending a m essage of w arm th  and  w elcom e, alm ost contradicting the 
air of privacy. O nce inside the house, one is su rro u n d ed  by  w arm th , comfort, 
and  love. It is a safe haven for all w ho take the tim e to enter an d  explore its 
fu rn ish in g .
Renae's S tory  
Family Life
W hen Renae d rew  her life m ap for m e, she first w rote "Christian 
hom e environm ent" (Vol. Ill, p . 164). She exp la ined  to m e w h y  she began 
there ,
I p u t  the C hristian  hom e env ironm ent as the  m ost im p o rtan t influence 
. . . because it se t u p  a level of expectations th a t m y parents h ad  [for me]. 
[Expectations] of "This is w hy  you 're  in  th e  w orld . This is w h a t God has in 
m in d  for you. H e 's  given you  gifts. M ake su re  th a t you use them  for His 
g lory ." . . .  Responsibilities [and] citizenship . . . w ere all th ings that were 
ju s t a natural p a rt  of our very  close family. (Vol. HI, p. 143)
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It became increasingly obvious to me tha t the fam ily in  which Renae 
grew  u p  continues to play an im portan t role in  her adu lt life. She frequently 
spoke of them in  ou r conversations, she has pictures of them  on  her desk a t 
school, and she spoke fondly of h e r nieces and  nephew s. M any times Renae's 
com m ents about her siblings and  their families w ere in  conjunction w ith  
com m ents about her ow n children, two sons and  a daugh ter. W hen I spoke 
w ith  Renae shortly before the C hristm as holidays, she w as anticipating the 
arrival of her sister, a preschool teacher in  H ong Kong, and  h e r sister's three 
teenage sons. In addition to these family guests, Renae's d au g h te r and 
boyfriend were coming hom e from  college for the holidays as well. Renae w as 
anticipating having a house full of people and spending tim e w ith  family.
Renae spoke frequently  of the  influence her paren ts have  had on
shaping  who she is today. She attribu tes her love for m ath  to  h e r father:
W e'd  play games in the car w hen  we drove as kids. [Dad] . .  . w ould . . .  say, 
"Okay, w e're at m ile m arker 47. W e're getting off a t m ile m arker 162. H ow  
m any  miles is that? W e're go ing  this m any miles p e r h ou r. H ow  long will 
i t  take us to get there? Gas is th is m uch and  w e average 31 m iles to the 
gallon. How m any gallons are w e going to use? H ow  m uch  is this going to 
cost us?" We did this all m entally . This is w ha t w e d id  to  entertain  
ourselves on long drives. I th o u g h t everybody did that [and] w e just really 
enjoyed i t . . . .  It w as [Dad's] na tu ra l way of teaching. (Vol. Ill, pp. 47-48)
W hen Renae w as a child, h e r father supp lied  custom ers w ith  fuel oil. 
Renae recalled,
H e never had a calculator. [Fuel oil] was alw ays $0,319. It 's  n o t 50 cents a 
gallon. It was alw ays those o d d  things and  he alw ays m ultip lied  things ou t 
by  hand. [He] figured the d e g re e s .. . .  Today the tem perature  is 32. That 
m eans you 're  a t negative five degree days. That m eans th a t  this custom er 
is going to use this m uch oil so I 'll need to be there nex t Friday. (Vol. Ill, p. 
47)
R enae's father helped her realize th a t m ath is som ething u sed  everyday, th a t
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
114
it is real and  fun.
Though R enae's m o ther w an ted  to be a teacher, she qu it college after 
one sem ester because her he lp  w as needed  to run  the fam ily farm . Renae 
describes her m other as " the  accountant [in the family] an d  she [kept] 
everything in line and  [m ade] i t  neat and  orderly. [She w ould] organize 
everything under the sun  [and] m ake lists" (Vol. Ill, p . 46). It d id  no t take me 
long to realize th a t Renae is extrem ely  organized herself, and  she explained, 
"That p a rt of m e came from  [m y m other]" (Vol. Ill, p. 46).
As a child Renae h ad  rheum atic  fever. From k indergarten  to n inth  
grade, she m issed approxim ately  6 w eeks of school each year in Decem ber and 
January because of illness. N o t only w as she continually fighting illness, but 
this m ade her w eak and docto rs never expected her to be able to live a norm al 
life of w orking  and  being  a m other. G radually  Renae g rew  stronger and 
stronger. As an ad u lt she suffers no ill effects from having  h ad  rheum atic 
fever and  has accom plished m any  th ings w hich once appeared  impossible.
Renae began k indergarten  w hen  she w as 4 years old. She recalled her
grade school and  h igh  school years:
I was a very young  4 w hen  I started  kindergarten so I w asn 't quite ready to 
be m odeling leadership  a t th a t point. I rem em ber being  very average but 
later on  as I w en t th rough  school, I rem em ber finding o u t that I w as pretty  
good a t som e things. I w as constantly  being asked to help  o ther k ids and I 
really enjoyed w ork ing  w ith  [them. I] never m inded giving up  the  time.
So I felt God leading m e to  do  som ething to help others. T hat [was my] gift. 
. . . Then I w en t from  a very  sm all classroom  in a  L utheran  school to a 
very large public school. M y class w as over 600 in n in th  grade so there 
were abou t 2,500 of us in  the  h igh school. [That was] a  p re tty  good sized 
high school com pared to m y  class of 11 or 12 in  g rade  school! . . .  M y sister 
and b ro ther h ad  each gone ahead  of me. . . .  They w ere  surv iv ing  fine [and] 
enjoying it. So I d id n 't  th in k  of it as being beyond m e. M y question was, 
"Can I get all A 's? H ow  am  I going to accomplish this? H ow  will I get to 
know the teachers?" I d id n 't  know  any of them  . . . b u t I m ade a po in t of 
m aking a friend o u t of each one of them  because I w an ted  to  have a
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relationship w ith  them . [I] loved h ig h  school. (Vol. HI, pp . 143-144)
D uring Renae's h igh school years, she tu rned  to her d ad  for help w ith
the  m ath  she w as requ ired  to  do. She explained,
H e cou ldn 't do  m y h igh  school m ath , b u t  he alw ays h ad  good com m on 
sense. I could say, "O kay, Dad, h e re 's  m y  physics problem . This guy 's  in  an 
airplane. H e 's  flying th is m any m iles a n  hour. H e 's  going to bail out. Is he 
going to land  here?" I could do the m ath  and get an  answ er, bu t I d id n 't  
know  if it w as right. H e could look a t the problem  and  tell me about w here 
he needed to  land. H is com m on sense and  m y m ath  w orked  together.
(Vol. HI, p. 46)
Early in  her life, Renae knew  she w ou ld  go to college. She knew  her
paren ts expected her to gain  a college education:
W hen I w as . . .  a young c h ild ,. . . they  h ad  the g round  breaking a t . . .  a 2- 
year [Lutheran] co llege .. . .  [At] the g ro u n d  breaking . . .  all of the area 
[Lutheran] congregations w ere inv ited  to  attend. W e w e n t . . . and m y 
paren ts ' com m ent was, "This is w here  you  are going to  go to college."
They had  already  p lanted  the seed th a t [I was] going to be a teacher and  this 
is w here [I was] going to go to school. (Vol. Ill, p . 45)
Going in to  education seem ed like a natural decision w hen Renae
en tered  college. She explained,
I w as alw ays interested  in  helping o ther people. . .  . M y oldest sister w as 
n o t strong in  m ath  and  science so as she go t into h igh  school, algebra was 
very  challenging to h e r w hile  I loved  m ath . Even th o u g h  she w as four 
years ahead  of me, I w an ted  to know  w h a t she w as doing. I w ould alw ays 
sit next to h e r and  read  h e r  book a n d  he lp  her w ith  her m ath. M y bro ther 
w as 18 m on ths older than  m e and w as a year ahead of m e, and I w ould  
help him  too. H e w as one o f those k id s th a t w ould  n o t do  his hom ew ork, 
b u t then  w o u ld  ace the t e s t . . . . M y sister had  to w o rk  and  w ork and  w ork, 
and  m ath w as ju st really difficult [for her]. . . .  I ju s t alw ays enjoyed helping 
m y bro ther an d  sister, an d  I alw ays th o u g h t that teaching w ould be a  really 
neat thing [to do]. (Vol. EH, pp . 44-45)
Renae's fam ily continues to look  to  each other for support; being 
involved  in  each o thers ' lives rem ains a h ig h  p rio rity  fo r them . I am 
particu larly  fond of one sto ry  Renae to ld  m e about her paren ts because it
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illustrates various aspects of Renae and  how they come together to m ake her 
the person she is today. She told m e this story because I asked her about the 
clothes she chooses to  w ear; it begins a few m onths before I began m y study.
M y first association w ith Renae occurred a t an occasion w hen she 
spoke to a group of educators. She w as chosen to speak because she had  
received an aw ard for excellence in  teaching in  our county. Though I d id  not 
actually speak to her th a t evening, I w as awed and  in tim idated  by her. She 
appeared  so accom plished and  professional in her m anners and  dress. From  
her speech, I knew  she w as an ou tstand ing  m iddle school teacher.
W hen I contacted Renae's principal about participation in my research 
study, he im m ediately suggested I contact Renae and her husband. Of course I 
recognized Renae's nam e from the aw ard  she had  received and  rem em bered 
well m y im pressions o f her. Consequently, I was very su rprised  the day  I m et 
Renae and her husband  because Renae was w earing black corduroy bib 
overalls w ith Mickey M ouse em broidered  on the bib. It m ade m e curious to 
find o u t w ho Renae really  is as a person. I w ondered if she w as the ultim ate 
professional or if she w as a dow n-to-earth  person w ho liked Mickey Mouse.
After I felt com fortable enough  w ith Renae to tell her m y im pressions 
du ring  ou r initial in terv iew , she to ld  m e the story beh ind  the M ickey M ouse 
overalls and  why she likes to w ear them . Renae's m other becam e ill, and  her 
dad  w as overw helm ed by  caring fo r her m other. Renae asked for 1 w eek off 
from  school to be w ith  h e r parents. She nursed her m other back to health  and 
by  the end  of the w eek, Renae p e rsu ad ed  both of her paren ts to  go shopping. 
W hile shopping, Renae spo tted  the  Mickey M ouse overalls and  casually 
com m ented that she liked  them . H e r d ad  im m ediately bough t them  for her.
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N ow  w henever Renae w ears the bibs, they are  a  special rem inder of and  
connection to h e r dad.
The College Years
The seed Renae's paren ts planted early  in  her life grew , and she
enrolled in a 2-year Lutheran college. These w ere  im portant years for her:
Going to a C hristian college w as really good  fo r me because [I] w en t to 
chapel every m orning. [I] had  group devo tions every night. [We] d id  the 
large w orship experiences on Sunday an d  [we] w ere in  devotions 15 times 
a w eek . . .  so [I had] a chance to really und ers tan d  w hat gifts are for and  
learn som e fun ways to w orship . (Vol. HI, p . 144)
Renae grew  in m any aspects during  these 2 years. H er faith in G od w as
strengthened, she w orked w ith  students in  m ore  formal settings, she g rew
socially, and  she m et the m an  w ho later becam e her husband, Ken. Renae
told me she w as quite shy w hen  she entered college and, having m et her
husband, I knew  Ken to be an  outgoing person. She and Ken m et the first
night of Renae's college experience a t w hat she describes as one of "those
nasty mixers" (Vol. IE, p. 49).
[Ken] was a sophom ore and  I was a freshm an. He came in early [because] 
he . .  . had  a job on cam pus. . . . He w anted to check ou t the new  crop of 
students com ing in so he w en t to the m ixer. . . . That's w hen we go t to 
know  each o th e r . . . .  It w as alw ays kind o f a "w e thing" because [Ken's] a 
tw in .. . .  [Ken] and [Kent] alw ays came an d  spen t time w ith m e . . . . [Kent] 
da ted  m y room m ate; he d a ted  m y suite m ate; he dated  other girls on 
cam pus. H e w as always w ith  som ebody new , b u t usually  the three of us 
spen t m ost of our tim e to g e th e r .. . .  I got less shy as I got to know  them . 
They [had] the sam e values, sam e background. (Vol. IE, pp. 49-50)
Both Ken and  Renae p lanned  to be educato rs so they became teachers' 
aides a t a large Lutheran elem entary school close to the college. D uring  this 
time Renae w orked  m ostly w ith  a fourth-grade class, and every Sunday 
afternoon she w orked  w ith  m entally  hand icapped  adults. This gave her
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ano ther opportun ity  to  be in  a position  of leadership and  w ork  in a m ore 
form al classroom setting.
Since the L utheran  college Renae a ttended  was only a 2-year 
institu tion , she transferred to ano ther college to complete her degree. Ken 
also transferred and  w as a year ahead of Renae. They w anted  to get m arried, 
b u t Renae did not w an t to a ttend  another w hole year of college after Ken 
g raduated . She w as able to com plete her undergraduate  degree in 3 years and  
g rad u a ted  in A ugust. They go t m arried  after K en's graduation  in May, bu t 
before Renae's. The w edding  w as a w eek and  a half before Renae had  to sta rt 
sum m er school so it w as a busy  tim e for them . They traveled out-of-state to 
celebrate Ken's graduation, had  a w edd ing  show er, returned  for the w edding, 
traveled  to the w estern  United States for a quick w eekend honeym oon, and  
then  came back so Renae could begin  sum m er school and  g raduate  in A ugust.
Becoming an  E ducator
One week after Renae's g raduation , she and  Ken began teaching. They 
had  a "double Call" a t a Lutheran elem entary  school (Vol. Ill, p. 50). In the 
L utheran  educational system, teachers are g iven  a Call m uch  like pasto rs in  
o ther churches are given. Renae explained, "W e Call [teachers and  pastors] 
M inisters of the Gospel. . . .  [Teachers] have the  direct contact w ith  the kids . . . 
[and] pastors w ork  w ith  adults" (Vol. in, p. 51).
Renae's first teaching assignm ent w as 18 second graders, and  Ken 
tau g h t th ird  and fo u rth  grades. The follow ing year the school had  to adjust 
teaching assignm ents because of enro llm ent changes. The second year Renae 
tau g h t second and p a r t  of th ird  g rade  w hile Ken taught the o ther p a rt of th ird  
g rade  and  fourth grade. Since they  bo th  had  th ird  grade, Renae and  Ken
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decided to team  teach. They took their com bined 60 s tuden ts  and team taugh t 
for the next 2 years. Renae describes it as a "fun experience because [she and  
Ken] are a little b it  d ifferent in how  [they] teach" (Vol. HI, p . 27). Renae recalls 
w anting  to teach low er elem entary because "the kids seem ed 'safer7 a t th a t 
po in t" (Vol. m , p . 27).
Those first 3 years after college, Renae referred to  as "beginnings" (Vol. 
EH, p. 145). These w ere the years of beginning  her "teach ing  ministry, 
beginning m arriage, and then . . . [she] got her ow n p riv a te  classroom" (Vol. 
Ill, p. 145). W hen Renae becam e p regnan t w ith  her daugh ter, she was forced 
to qu it teaching because she w as very sick du ring  the pregnancy. For 18 
m onths after h e r daugh ter w as bom , Renae stayed a t hom e w ith  her. Then, 
she explained,
My professional juices w ere just runn ing  and I . . . needed  to do 
som ething. So I started  subbing in  the public schools. . . . Pretty soon I 
found m yself subbing alm ost 5 days a week. Fortunately, I had a good 
babysitte r.. . .  I was getting to know  the public schools. (Vol. Ill, p. 28)
Renae con tinued  to do substitu te  teaching, and  d u rin g  this time her
first son w as also born. She "d id n 't  w an t to go back to teaching full time. [She]
w anted  to . . . s tay  a t hom e w ith  the kids" (Vol. Ill, p. 28). Concerning the years
Renae substitu ted  and  stayed hom e w ith  h e r children, she said,
[I had  a] real sense of fulfillment. . . .  [I] learned h o w  to listen and how  to 
get dow n o n  [children's] level. I really  th ink  it's  been  very good for m e to 
be a paren t because I have learned about kids as they  g row  u p . . . .  As m y 
kids started  grow ing  up, it helped m e a lo t to u n d e rs tan d  w hat a child w as 
going th rough  a t each age. I th ink  it7s m ade me m uch  m ore tolerant, 
m uch m ore p a tie n t and  understanding . (Vol. Ill, p . 145)
W hile w ork ing  as a  substitu te teacher, Renae w as in  and  out of m any  
different classroom s. She used  this as an  opportun ity  to  m ake notes about
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things other teachers d id  th a t she liked. Since Renae go t called to substitute a t 
the high school frequently  due to her ability to teach m ath, she developed an 
understanding  of teenagers.
D uring this tim e one of Renae's friends w as teaching n igh t classes at a
college and encouraged Renae to join her. Renae said,
I started teaching business. I d id n 't have a business background. I never 
had a business course in  m y life. . . .  I subbed for tw o days for someone and 
6 weeks later they called m e to fill in one class a night. They w ere short a 
teacher. . .  . Then I w as teaching full time every sem ester. . . . They liked 
w hat I was doing, an d  I w as learning . . .  along w ith  the [students]. These 
were m ostly m others w ho had been in the w orkplace [and] com ing back at 
night to get a better job. . . . They were [m otivated]. They w ere no t your 
ty p ica l. . . h ighest p a r t  o f the class s tu d e n ts .. . .  They needed to hear things 
a little m ore basica lly .. . .  [It was] good . . .  to w ork  w ith [students] who 
w anted to learn and  w ho were not going to pick it up  au tom atica lly .. . .  I 
taught there for 5 years. (Vol. Ill, pp. 28-29)
From her studen ts , Renae learned about w ork ing  w ith individuals 
w hose background differed from her own. M any of her students in the night 
classes were from the inner city, very different from  the farm ing com m unity 
w here she lived. "M ost of [my students] had children [and] m arriages that had 
not worked ou t very  well. . .  . [They were] people w ho [were] struggling, who 
really [needed] a job, w ho  needed skills" (Vol. EH, p . 146).
Eventually Renae becam e head of the W ord Processing D epartm ent a t 
the college and  w as busy  teaching and  fulfilling her adm inistrative duties.
H er second son w as b o m  during  this time, she h ad  a w onderful babysitter for 
the children, and  th ings w ere  going very sm oothly. Then Ken received a Call 
from  a Lutheran church  in  the Michiana area to teach in  their school. Ken 
accepted the Call and  began  teaching a t the school w here both he and  Renae 
are now  em ployed.
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K en's Call d id  n o t in d u d e  Renae and  after m oving  to the M ichiana 
area, Renae d e tid ed  th a t she w anted to  take a break from  w orking and  stay at 
hom e for a little  w hile. She thought th is  w ould  allow  h e r  to ad just to living 
in a brand-new  com m unity . This decision lasted less th an  a m onth.
Renae and  K en 's church  has a m onth ly  new sletter. W hen they  moved,
the church p u t their p ic tu re  in the new sletter and in troduced  the family. This
in troduction included  the  inform ation th a t Renae h ad  been  teaching a t a
business college p rio r to  their relocation. A  church m em ber teaching a t a local
business college noticed  Renae's p ast teaching experience and approached her:
[She] said, "W e need  a person to teach here this fall, w ill you do  it?" I said, 
"No, I w an t to  stay  hom e." She called 2 days later, "W e really w a n t you to 
teach this Records M anagem ent C lass." [I said,] "N o, I don 't w an t to do 
that. I w an t to  stay  hom e." Two days later the dean  called, "W e really need 
you!" [I said,] "W ell, fine! There m u s t be a plan here ."  So I w en t to teach 
two classes . . .  and  p a r t  time . . .  becam e full time. I ju s t kept teaching a 
little b it m ore. . . .  A  friend of ours from  church w o n d ered  if I w ou ld  be the 
receptionist for his business for 6 w eeks. [I said,] "Sure, I can do  th a t during 
the day. W hy not?" I w as teaching n igh ts . . .  so I s ta rted  doing that. It was 
kind of silly to have a m aster's degree an d  [sit] there  saying, "H ello." It was 
fun because i t  w as the  workplace, a n d  i t  [had] all d ifferen t rules. It w asn 't 
school. It w as the f irs t tim e I had  w o rk ed  in a non-education  s e t t in g .. .  . 
Good learning [was] go ing  o n . . . .  A fter 6 weeks . . . they  said, "W ell, would 
you like to stay?" I said , "Well, y o u 're  great guys, b u t this just isn 't  for me. 
Receptionist is fine, b u t  I think I n eed  som ething m ore. If you ever get 
som ething in  w o rd  processing or som ething  th a t is go ing  to use  m y  m ind 
a little bit, le t m e kn o w  and  I'll th in k  abou t it." W ell, they came back the 
next w eek  and  said, "G uess what. W e created a new  position." . . .  So I 
became the E ngineering Systems C o o rd in a to r .. . .  [I] sp en t a w hole year 
there and really  enjoyed the business part. But I k n ew  that teaching  was in  
m y blood because afte r awhile I s ta rted  organizing th e ir bulletin  board. 
Then I started  p u ttin g  borders on th e ir  bulletin b o ard . Pretty soon  little 
snow m en appeared  o n  their bulle tin  board . I sta rted  p u tting  u p  little 
sayings of the  m onth . . . . And they [went], "Do you  m iss teaching o r 
som ething?" [I said,] "Yeah!" But i t  w as a really good  experience to  be out 
in  the w orkplace a n d  see the m ath  th a t the engineers w ere using. (Vol. Ill, 
pp. 30-31)
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As Renae sum m arized  w h a t this experience m ean t to her, she said, 
"There w ere all k inds o f th ings . . . h appen ing  that w ere  very  good to open m y 
eyes to som ething ou tside the classroom . It's  such a n a rro w  view of the w orld  
to only be in  the  classroom " (Vol. HI, p . 32).
R enae's responsibilities a t the  business college also continued to 
increase and  she becam e D irector of C ounseling Services, helping students 
choose their classes. Later, w hen  the  dean  left, she becam e the acting dean. In 
sp ite  o f frustrations w ith  the  corporate  office which chose to view  students as 
a com m odity, Renae enjoyed her experience. She said, "I had  fallen in love 
w ith  the students. There w ere such g rea t needs there" (Vol. Ill, p. 32).
Eventually Renae found o u t abou t a fourth-grade opening a t the school
w here  Ken w as teaching. She app lied  and  w as offered a teaching position at
the school though  it ended  u p  being  seventh  grade. R enae explained,
Seventh grade social stud ies and  I are n o t best of friends. It's fine, bu t every 
tim e you open  the paper, it changes. The populations change, the nam es 
[of countries] change, the leaders change. I thought, "I d o n 't  have a love of 
th is to really  do a good  job a t th is so let m e do som eth ing  that I love."
Then I started  saying [to o ther teachers], "Hey, I'll tra d e  you seventh-grade 
social studies for fifth-grade m ath ."  (Vol. Ill, p. 33)
C urren tly  Renae teaches m ath  for G rades 5-8 w hile  Ken teaches science. 
L anguage A rts and  Social S tudies are  tau g h t by other teachers. Renae 
rem arked , "I g e t to  teach m y best subject all the w ay th ro u g h .. . .  I knew  
[Social Studies] w asn 't m y stren g th  and  if I c an 't do well, I d o n 't w an t to do it" 
(Vol. Ill, pp . 33-34). Renae com m ented  tha t because of the  size of their m iddle 
school, the frequency w ith  w hich  s tuden ts relate  to th e ir hom eroom  teachers, 
an d  the  fact th a t teachers get to  teach  in  their strongest con ten t area all 
p rov ide  their studen ts w ith  "the  best of bo th  w orlds" (Vol. El, p. 34).
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Teaching M iddle Schoolers
R enae's first year back in the  classroom as a full-tim e teacher p roved to 
be a challenge. She said, "It w asn 't the way it w as w hen I w as teaching before" 
(Vol. Ill, p. 36). R enae's earlier full-tim e teaching experiences had  been either 
w ith  elem entary studen ts or in h igher education. In recalling that first year 
she rem arked,
I was try ing  to  use a low er g rade  teaching strategy w hich d id n 't w o r k . . . .  It 
was h a r d . . . .  If I d id n 't  pray  m yself all the w ay here to ge t focused I [was] 
no t going to m ake it through [the] day. But it just k ep t getting  better as [I] 
go t to know  the kids. (Vol. Ill, pp . 53-54)
W hen Renae w as trained to  be a teacher, students sa t in  straight rows,
b u t she quickly discovered tha t m iddle schoolers are social beings. This
m otivated h e r to change her teaching style:
If you d o n 't  g ive [m iddle schoolers] social [time], they 'll take it, so i f  s bu ilt 
i n . . . .  I w a sn 't  abou t to be frustrated  by th a t so I learned [and] tried a lot of 
groupings. A t first it d id n 't w o rk  for me, b u t I had to learn  how  to give 
them  the freedom  to w ork in the  group. [I learned] there 's  going to be 
som e noise, b u t there 's  also m uch  better learning going on. W hen I started  
listening to  w h a t they w ere saying as opposed  to the fact th a t they w ere 
talking [I d iscovered that] talk ing can be good  or b a d . . . . They've ju st kind 
of helped m e learn  that as I've gone through. They teach you if you 're  
w illing to listen . They 're g rea t teachers if y o u 're  w illing to learn from  
them. I still w ill learn  from  them  every day. There's alw ays som ething to 
be discovered from  them . (Vol. Ill, pp. 55-56)
In her re tu rn  to the classroom  Renae discovered tha t teachers now  
used  m anipu latives in  m ath  and  taugh t in teg rated  units. She had  never 
heard  of m anipu latives, bu t she decided to take a crash course because she 
recognized a be tte r w ay of help ing  students learn. Renae began taking classes 
th rough  the local In term ediate  School D istrict (ISD), she joined the M ichigan 
Council for Teachers of M athem atics, a ttended  m any conferences often
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booking w orkshops righ t th ro u g h  lunch, and  began  netw orking w ith  o ther 
educators w ho d id  the same k in d s  of things she w an ted  to do. She was d riven  
to gain  m ore "inform ation so th a t [she] could teach the way [she] though t w as 
better for kids" (Vol. in, p. 37). W atching studen ts get exd ted  abou t new  
teaching m ethods and  u n ders tand  the things she w as teaching them  
m otivated Renae to  learn and  grow .
O ne of the classes Renae took a t the ISD dealt w ith using
m anipulatives in  the classroom . Prio r to jo in ing  th is class, she h ad
experienced som e d isappo in tm ents in  w orkshops she attended to  find o u t
how  to use m anipulatives in  algebra. D uring  th is class at the ISD, Renae said,
I started  finding a way to include  [m anipulatives] m ore and  m ore in w h a t I 
w as doing. . . .  I found o u t there  w ere a lo t of k ids ou t there th a t really 
needed to touch  som ething, and  I w anted  to m ake it com fortable for all of 
them  to do it. (Vol. Ill, p. 159)
The class was designed  for m id d le  elem entary teachers, and Renae began 
using the ideas she gained w ith  her fifth and sixth graders. Then, she 
explained, "I ju st started  extending  it myself. . . .  I d o n 't have to have 
som ebody lead [me] all the w ay  to the faucet; ju s t po in t me in the  right 
d irection" (Vol. Ill, p. 160).
Every year Renae teaches, she pushes herself to learn even m ore, to
continue finding be tter w ays to  teach her studen ts . She rem arked,
Every year . . .  I think, "O h, cool. I 've  really learned  a lot this year. I can 
help  these k ids a lo t better." T hen the next year it's  like, "Boy, d id  I learn  a 
lo t th is year! I though t I k n ew  quite  a bit. I d id n 't  know  any th ing  a t all." 
(Vol. IE, p. 149)
Renae believes the con tinu ing  opportun ities to grow  d u rin g  her 7 years 
as a m iddle  school m ath  teacher have m otivated  her to rem ain in  her cu rren t 
position. D uring  these years she  has been  challenged, stretched, and  has
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helped o thers around  h e r grow  and  change professionally. She is p a rt of a
school w hich  values professional developm ent. Prior to accepting this
position, Renae rare ly  stayed  at one position  m ore than  3 years. She
contrasted herself w ith  Ken to explain,
My h u sband 's  life [story] is so m uch  different. H e w en t into Lutheran 
school and  stayed there. After 13 years he [came] to this L utheran school 
and he 's  been here 11 years. His life is really straight and  predictable. He 
feels safe and  th a t's  w here he operates. He needs to feel secure and  then he 
does a g rea t job. I really  like this rou te. It's good for me. If th ings become 
routine, then  I'm  out. That's w hy often  I w ent to a job and I w as there 3 
years. Then I w ould  m ove to ano ther area. . . .  I like to be creating 
som ething and n o t ju s t doing it. (Vol. Ill, p. 147)
Renae's Classroom 
A ppearance
R enae's classroom  is on the top  floor of a three-story building. The day  
care and  preschool are housed  in  the low er level, G rades K-3 on the  main 
floor along w ith  the adm inistrative offices, leaving the  top floor for Grades 4- 
8. Though the  fourth g raders inhabit a  classroom  on the sam e story  as the 
m iddle schoolers, Renae poin ted  out, "They d o n 't m ingle a lot. They don 't 
even w alk  th is w ay to  go to lunch. N o  fourth  g rader w ants to w alk past the 
eighth g rade  room  if he o r she can help  it" (Vol. Ill, p. 35).
M aking m y w ay to Renae's classroom , I noticed studen ts ' w ork  
displayed on  the walls. The farther d o w n  the hallw ay I traveled, the  more 
complex the  displays becam e. Renae la ter com m ented th a t their classroom s 
are used  each Sunday for ad u lt Sunday  School classes, an d  exhibiting 
studen ts ' w o rk  is one w ay  of p rom oting  the school to  church m em bers.
I first observed in  Renae's classroom  dtiring Decem ber and  her room 
reflected various trad itions of the season. Strands of tinsel and  nativ ity  scenes
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
126
m ade of construction paper h u n g  from the ceiling; a long the large w indow s 
w hich graced one wall was a string  of lights; the large bulletin  board  at the 
back  of the room  displayed a nativ ity  scene; and  a C hristm as tree found its 
place at the fron t of the room . W hile the decor of the classroom  w as largely 
seasonal, the atm osphere it created  rem ained the same. R enae 's classroom 
w as always dom inated by studen ts ' w ork or displays they had  created, and it 
w as always filled w ith num erous items giving m e glim pses of daily  life in 
this room. It w as a room w hich belonged to students and  they p layed  a role in 
shaping their environm ent. In m y reflections after m y first visit, I w rote, "It 
m ade me w an t to stay" (Vol. Ill, p. 1).
Several item s on the w alls of Renae's classroom  rem ained  constant. 
There w ere alw ays a few inspirational posters scattered a ro u n d  the room , and 
one large green  and  white poster, to which Renae referred occasionally, 
rem inded stu d en ts  of the value  of team w ork:





A blackboard and  w hite board covered large expanses of tw o walls. I 
discovered th a t Renae uses b o th  of them to teach and rem ind  studen ts of 
events and expectations. A bove the white b oard  w as a large, colorful banner 
proclaim ing, "T oday is a g reat day  to learn som ething new !" (Vol. HI, p. 67). 
As I observed Renae in action, I began to realize that this w as an  im portant
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m otto in her classroom . I w as struck  by the sm all, student-designed posters 
above the blackboard. Each one began with, "M y goal for th is m onth is . . ." 
(Vol. HI, p. 8). The goals reflected issues I w ould classify as typical of m iddle 
schoolers: "getting  along w ith  the seventh graders," "shoo ting  a basket 
du ring  basketball," and "getting  on honor roll" (Vol. HI, p. 8).
I noticed a few  things th a t w ere obviously designed an d  m ade by  Renae 
to help her classroom  function m ore sm oothly. Two pocket charts h u n g  side 
by  side and held  sm all cards w ith  students ' nam es on them . One chart w as 
labeled "H ot Lunch, Yes, Please" and  the o ther one, "H o t Lunch, No, T hank  
You" (Vol. Ill, p. 8). Each day  studen ts positioned nam e cards on the correct 
chart signaling the ir lunch plans. Renae also had  a lam inated  poster w ith  
colorful fish en titled  "Prayer C hanges Us!" I noticed s tu d en ts  w riting p rayer 
needs on the fish, b u t there w ere  also times w hen  this poste r rem ained blank.
Items in  R enae's classroom  also indicated that she is a m ath teacher. 
Geometric shapes hung  from pegs along the w hite board , a large com pass for 
use on the chalk board  hung w ith in  easy reach, a poster w ith  a list of m ath  
term s found a sp o t by  the w indow s, and plastic containers w ith  calculators 
w ere always ready  for students ' use.
Renae frequently  rearranges the desks in  her classroom . Since she 
teaches m ath classes for G rades 5-8, there are tim es w hen  she has a num ber of 
em pty  desks. The largest class is fifth grade w ith  25 s tuden ts and seventh  
grade is the sm allest w ith 11 studen ts. No m atter how  Renae chose to g ro u p  
the desks, studen ts w ere constantly  w orking w ith  each o ther, looking to  each 
o ther for assistance, an d  Renae seem ed to be everyw here a t once giving 
assistance and encouragem ent as needed.
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C urricu lum  an d  In stru c tio n
I observed  Renae teaching m ath  to  G rades 5-8 and  found m any 
sim ilarities. A  typical class begins w ith  som e type  o f w arm -up activity which 
helps s tu d en ts  focus their though ts on  m ath . R enae 's  m ath  classes em phasize 
learning m athem atical skills because they  have v a lue  in  life, no t ju st because 
m ath  is p a r t  o f the curriculum . For a  school its size, Renae's school has access 
to o r ow ns an  am azing collection of technology, a n d  Renae regularly  uses 
technology in  her m ath  classes. In  ad d itio n  to technological tools, Renae 
constantly p rov ides o ther hands-on  learn ing  experiences for her students.
Renae keeps things m oving a t a  fairly ra p id  pace in  her classes. She 
explained,
They're n o t  going to listen to a lecture so I figure  if I can 't say it in  3 
m inutes, i f  s no t w orth  saying. I have to engage them . They have to be 
talking back. They have to be do ing  som ething , do ing  problem s, w orking 
som ething out, doing an activity. T hey 're  n o t go ing  to ju st sit and  listen. 
(Vol. Ill, p . 55)
It ve ry  quickly becam e obvious to  m e th a t Renae presents a challenging
curriculum  to he r students. She w an ts he r e igh th  g rad e rs  to be well p repared
for the h igh  school m ath  classes they  w ill take. W hen  students transfer into
Renae's school, especially in  m iddle school, they  frequently  need to provide
extra  support. Renae com m ented,
Those are  th e  [students] th a t a re  p u lled  into th e  tu to ring  session on  
Tuesday. W e try to b ring  them  along, especially if  they d o n 't have the 
support a t  hom e. Either the paren ts can 't do  [the m ath], d o n 't have time, 
o r d o n 't w a n t to. Lots of tim es the paren ts d o n 't  have the ability. They 
d id n 't do  rea lly  well and  you  say, "A lgebra" a n d  they  go, "Oh, tha t w as the 
last m ath  course I ever took, and  I w as terrible!" (Vol. EH, p. 60)
In R enae 's classes, she exuded b o th  the m essage th a t m ath  is serious 
business an d  th e  m essage tha t p a rt of h e r  task  is to  n u rtu re  students. T hough
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these m essages m ay initially  seem contradictory, Renae was able to m eld 
them  together into a n u rtu rin g , businesslike approach. Though Renae spoke 
rap id ly  and  expected studen ts  to follow her lead, she w as w illing to digress 
an d  recognize studen ts ' personal needs. H er gentle, com passionate, nurtu ring  
side which said , "I am do ing  all I can to help  you be successful as you learn 
abou t m ath  an d  life" kep t jum ping  to the forefront as she conducted  her 
classes. I will now  describe the four m ath  classes Renae teaches.
Grade 5
Even before I m et any  of the fifth graders, Renae told m e abou t the class 
an d  that a  n um ber of the fifth graders m ake it a po in t to get a daily  hug  from 
her. She also po in ted  o u t th a t they are m uch quicker to show  their 
enthusiasm  ab o u t m ath class than the o lder students. Renae w orked  hard  to 
accom m odate the fifth g rad e rs ' need for m ore tender loving care and 
ind iv idua l a tten tion .
T hough I w ould seldom  describe Renae's classroom  d u rin g  m ath class 
as quiet, I no ticed  im m ediately  that the  volum e increased w hen  the  fifth 
graders w ere p resen t w ith  the ir 25 little bodies rov ing  around th e  room.
Renae alw ays w rote the supp lies or tools studen ts needed  for m ath  class on 
the  board. The fifth g raders seem ed to  take m ore tim e to gather their 
m aterials an d  to  talk  m ore d u ring  the process. I heard  Renae frequently  
encourage them  to "keep m oving" (Vol. Ill, p . 109) because they h ad  a le t to 
do  du ring  th e ir tim e together.
O ne m athem atical concept Renae stresses heavily  in  fifth g rade  is 
estim ation. A fter becom ing fam iliar w ith  the m etric system , fifth graders 
w rite  "W ho A m  I?" clues u sing  the m etric  system . Renae then  uses these
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questions as w arm -ups in m ath  class. This allows students to learn how to 
estim ate using the m etric system . O ne of the clues read: "I'm  a rectangular 
solid 48 cm high and  39 cm w ide" (Vol. ID, p. 128). Renae w ro te  this clue on 
the board  and studen ts w rote an  answ er on individual w hite boards. Renae 
then drew  a nam e random ly  to  see w ho got to answ er first. As students 
identified objects, Renae h an d ed  them  a m eter stick to m easure the object. For 
the clue m entioned above, a s tu d en t suggested a poster hanging  on the wall. 
Someone else quickly po in ted  o u t that it is not a rectangular solid, bu t Renae 
allow ed the s tuden t to m easure the poster to see how  close the dim ensions 
w ere to the real object. The class realized the face of the poster w as very close 
to the size of the actual object and  someone was able to guess very  quickly the 
plastic storage cupboard  described in the clue.
W hen Renae w anted  th e  fifth graders to understand  the relationship 
betw een a circle's d iam eter an d  its circumference, she asked the students to 
d raw  large circles and  m ark  the  diam eter. They nex t cut y am  pieces the length 
of the diam eter and  g lued  them  around  the circumference. Students 
discovered tha t it takes three d iam eters and a "little m ore" to cover the 
circumference. W hen the class discovered that the "little m ore" was 1 /5  
instead of the 1 /7  w hich is the  fractional part of pi, Renae explained, 
"Remember, [we are] w orking  w ith  a physical m odel and they d o n 't always 
come ou t pure like num bers do"  (Vol. Ill, p. 111).
The class then  proceeded  to estim ate the diam eters and  circumferences 
of circles w ith vary ing  m easurem ents. Renae concluded by telling her fifth 
graders that all they need to  rem em ber this year abou t the relationship 
betw een the d iam eter and  circum ference is tha t th ree  diam eters and a "little
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m ore" m ake the circumference. T hough som e o f the studen ts knew  th a t 
th ree  diam eters and  a "little m ore" is called p i, Renae chose no t to use p i 
consistently  in class. After d ism issing the s tuden ts , Renae com m ented to me 
th a t w h a t they were studying  in class is d ifficu lt for fifth graders, b u t they can 
u n d ers tan d  it if i t  is broken dow n  step-by-step.
The fifth graders also learned  how  to find  the area of circles. After 
estim ating  the area of circles inscribed in  g rid s, they learned the form ula for a 
circle 's area. I w as am azed a t how  easily they  m oved from the form ula to
punch ing  it ou t on  their calculators. They u sed  the x2 and p i keys on their
calculators w ithou t Renae hav ing  to  po in t o u t  these keys' functions.
Renae was careful to  stretch studen ts ' vocabulary d u ring  m ath classes 
so I w as a b it surprised to hear her tell the fifth  graders to "p u t the pokey p a rt 
[of y o u r compass] in the center of the circle" (Vol. Ill, p. 112). This was p a rt of 
the fifth g raders learning how  to d raw  arcs in side  circles to create a 
pe rpend icu lar bisector of the d iam eter of the  circle they had  draw n.
A fter giving students d irections, Renae m oved around  the classroom , 
touch ing  various students, laugh ing  w ith  them , and  m aking these 
com m ents: "Oops, yours fell off the edge," a n d  "You're alm ost there. Shall I 
help  you  finish?" (Vol. Ill, p. 113). Renae th en  to ld  students tha t she was 
going  to d raw  a "m agic box," b u t the studen ts found  it difficult to pay 
a tten tion  and  listen. She said, " I 'm  getting  sa d d e r and sadder. Pretty soon I'm  
going  to ask  you to do this, and  I d o n 't  ever w a n t to ask you to do som ething I 
d id n 't  teach you" (Vol. El, p. 113).
The class ended on a m ore businesslike note. Renae to ld  students, "W e 
can have  a good tim e draw ing  p ictu res in  geom etry . There are people w ho
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have careers d raw ing  things all day long. They're called engineers, artists, and 
architects. So if you like do ing  this you m igh t w ant to  ta lk  to your parents 
abou t a career in  one of these" (Vol. HI, p . 113). She th en  proceeded to use 
phrases like "perpendicu lar bisector" and  "inscribing a square  inside a circle" 
as she referred to the hom ew ork  assignm ent she w as g iv ing  students to do in 
their w orkbooks (Vol. Ill, p. 113).
Grade 6
W ith the exception of content and  num ber of studen ts , Renae 
conducted sixth-grade m ath  classes sim ilarly to the fifth-grade classes. I 
observed the sam e businesslike approach  tem pered  w ith  love, nu rtu re , and 
hum or.
One day  the sixth g raders were w orking  on the  o rd e r of operations in 
num ber sentences. Renae h ad  a m nem onic device w h ich  the class used:
P - Please N um bers in  paren theses
E - excuse N um bers w ith  exponen ts
M  - m y M ultip lica tion
D -  dear D iv ision
A - A unt A d d itio n
S - Sally Subtraction
The first tim e Renae read  the sentence aloud for th e  class, she said, 
"Please excuse m y dear A u n t Sally and the  eighth g rad e rs  in  the hallw ay" 
because of the extra  noise ou tside  as the  e igh th  g raders m oved  tow ard  their 
next class (Vol. Ill, p . 115). A  second digression occurred  w hen  Renae w as 
addressing the need  to m ove left to rig h t w hen  m ultip ly ing  and  d iv id ing  or 
add ing  and subtracting in  a num ber sentence. She com m ented  th a t the
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Chinese w ould probably do  their problem s rig h t to left since they read rig h t to 
left. Some of the students w ere no t aw are th a t the Chinese language is read  
righ t to left and  bottom  to top  so they expressed surprise. Renae em phasized 
th a t this was indeed true, before continuing the  lesson.
In addition  to using the  m nem onic device to help the sixth g raders 
rem em ber the order of operations, Renae also used  the analogy of a com pany. 
The CEO is like the num bers and operation found in  parentheses. They come 
first and  are m ost im portan t in  the com pany. The exponents are the p lan t 
m anager and find them selves just under the  CEO. M ultiplication and 
division w ork together, and  a t the bottom  of the  totem  pole are addition  and  
subtraction, the w orkers on  the  floor.
W hen the class began  w orking on one num ber sentence, a s tu d en t 
suggested that they begin w ith  addition. Renae rem arked while pointing to 
her illustration, "This is a low ly little peon. A re you sure you w ant to s ta rt 
w ith  this?" (Vol. Ill, p. 115). The studen t realized  that add ition  was m uch  too 
far dow n the ladder of im portance since the num ber sentence also included  
m ultip lication.
Some of the sixth g raders found add ition  and subtraction of negative 
num bers challenging so Renae placed a row  of m arks on h e r classroom floor 
using  m asking tape to help studen ts visualize the  process. The tape w as 
arranged  like this:
The circle in  the center represents zero  on  a num ber line. To show
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students how to add  -4 + 6 Renae began  in  the center and  w alked tow ard  the 
left four spaces. Then she w alked fo rw ard  six spaces and  ended on  positive 
tw o. After class Renae told m e how  the studen ts had  struggled initially  to ad d  
and  subtract negative num bers, b u t it  becam e m uch easier for them  after she 
placed the num ber line on the carpet an d  began dem onstrating physically 
how  to w ork w ith  negative num bers.
Though Renae w as in ten t on  he lp ing  her sixth graders u n d ers tan d  and  
be successful in com putation, she took  tim e to notice personal needs. Jenny 
go t up  during class to get a tissue and  he ld  it to her ear because it w as 
draining. Renae noticed w h a t she d id  a n d  asked Jenny about it. Jenny let 
Renae look at the ear, and  Renae suggested  tha t she get the ear checked 
because she thought it  m igh t be an ear infection. After a short pause, Renae 
asked Jenny, "Are you going to day  care?" and  Jenny nodded  (Vol. HI, p. 135). 
Renae then said, "M ake sure  you tell them  because you sh ou ldn 't be w here 
there 's a lot of noise. M aybe they can p u t  you in  a quiet spot" (Vol. Ill, p. 135). 
In the m idst of a full agenda and  s tu d en ts  w orking  on m ath concepts, Renae 
found  time to express her concern ab o u t Jenny as an individual.
Renae frequently u sed  ice cream  sticks w ith  studen ts ' nam es on  them  
to call on students random ly. Each g rad e  level had  its ow n jar of sticks. As 
Renae was preparing to d raw  sticks to  see w hich sixth graders w ou ld  be 
assigned specific m ath  problem s, som e o f the students said they w an ted  to 
d raw  the sticks. Renae sm iled and  joked, "I w ent to  college to be a stick puller, 
you  know!" (Vol. in, p. 135). The s tu d en ts  responded, "You w en t to college to 
be a m ath  teacher" (Vol. in , p. 135). Easy, lighthearted  exchanges betw een 
Renae and her students occurred regu larly  d u ring  her classes.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
135
D uring  a m ath d a s s  just before C hristm as, I observed the  ease with 
w hich Renae dealt w ith  unexpected in terrup tions. This w as d u rin g  a lesson 
in w hich  studen ts w ere challenged to w rite  nu m b ers  in sden tific  notation. 
T hough the class seem ed a b it ill fated due to reasons beyond R enae's control, 
she calm ly dealt w ith  teaching the m ath  content an d  the in terrup tions.
Early during  the period , we heard  the d a n g in g  of the fire alarm . All of 
us m ade  an orderly, b u t rap id  exit and  stood on  the  sidew alk in  the chilly 
breeze of a Decem ber m orning. The w ait to reen te r seem ed interm inable, bu t 
I noticed Renae hu d d led  w ith  her arm s and jacket a round  a g ro u p  of girls.
The m inu te  w e found  ourselves back in  the classroom , Renae jum ped  right 
back in to  the lesson as though  the in te rrup tion  h a d  been p lanned .
A few  m inutes a fte r the fire drill, C hristm as lights fastened  w ith  tape to 
a w indow  became too heavy  for the tape. As they  d ropped , a s tuden t 
observed, "It broke" an d  w ithout m issing a beat, Renae said, "W e'll fix it"
(Vol. Ill, p. 10) and con tinued  with scientific no ta tion . The th ird  unplanned 
inciden t w ith in  20 m inu tes came from  a student. S tudents w ere  using 
ind iv idual w hite boards and  m arkers w hich is com m onplace in  Renae's 
classes. O ne studen t su dden ly  felt it im portan t to  announce, "I have a black 
m arker w ith  a green cap on  it." Renae responded  w ith , "Som eone else 
probably  has a green m arker with a black cap. M aybe you 'll find  your friend" 
(Vol. E l, p. 11). I hesita te  calling this exchange an  in te rru p tio n  because Renae 
m oved  on  as though  n o th in g  unusual h ad  occurred. She kep t her 
businesslike, professional com posure th ro u g h o u t th e  entire lesson  while also 
show ing  glim pses of h e r  nurtu ring , com passionate side.
O ne day  after assigning  a section in  s tu d en ts ' w orkbooks, Renae m ade
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her usual rounds am ong students to check their progress. W ithout an 
explanation she took  candy from h e r desk and  began d istribu ting  it to certain 
studen ts as she looked a t the pages they w ere com pleting. I t  took students 
only a  brief tim e to determ ine th a t Renae w as giving candy to those w ho had  
w ritten  the date  an d  tim e on top of their pages. After they figured  this out, 
Renae rem inded  them  th a t w riting  the date and  time on the ir pages w ould  
tell th em  "I k n o w  this page. I am  responsible for the in form ation  on this 
page" w hen they  saw  it in  the fu tu re  (Vol. Ill, p . 136).
Grade 7
N ot only d id  Renae have the  seventh g raders for m ath  class, bu t they  
w ere also p a rt of her hom eroom ; she began a n d  ended the day  w ith  these 
stu d en ts  and go t m ore intim ately acquainted w ith  them . D uring  one 
hom eroom  period  I observed the seventh g raders m aking thank-you cards for 
area businesses w hich had  donated  goods or services to the  school's Tech It 
O ut auction. This is a yearly fund raiser for the school, and  students 
participate  in  the effort; each hom eroom  p repares item s for the  auction. The 
seventh  graders th is  year sold coupons for hom em ade cookies. Individuals 
w ho purchased  the  coupons a lerted  students w hen they w ere  ready to redeem  
the coupon. S tudents then  p lanned  to gather a t Renae's house and  bake the  
cookies. For the prev ious year's auction, R enae's hom eroom  created Feel 
G ood Baskets w hich  contained item s like cough drops, ted d y  bears, and books.
Renae has h e r students w ork ing  at th ree different levels in  seventh- 
g rade m ath  so she is kep t busy flipping  back an d  forth betw een the groups and  
keep ing  all of them  challenged an d  on  task. The m ajority of studen ts are 
w ork ing  on pre-algebra, three studen ts are com pleting seventh-grade general
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m ath, and one female studen t, Cassie, is w orking  at her ow n pace on  pre­
algebra. Renae explained to m e th a t Cassie is a very b righ t girl w ho  w as not 
feeling challenged by the pace o f the pre-algebra group. Cassie also w anted  to 
enroll in an algebra class over th e  sum m er so Renae m ade arrangem ents for 
her to w ork ahead. Initially tw o other studen ts were on  the sam e plan, bu t 
they found it too difficult and  rejoined the pre-algebra group. Renae 
explained th a t Cassie th inks differently than  m ost studen ts and  Renae gives 
her choices w henever possible. S tudents and  their parents decide w hether 
students should  enroll in  general m ath or pre-algebra.
The seventh  graders u sed  calculators frequently. Both pre-algebra and 
general m ath students had  rea d y  access to the calculators w henever they felt 
the need to use them . D uring  an  independen t w ork tim e, one s tu d e n t asked if 
he could use a calculator. Renae responded w ith, "If you w an t to" (Vol. Ill, p. 
11) and the s tu d en t chose to  com plete the assignm ent w ith  the help  of his 
"little black friend" (Vol. Ill, p . 68) as Renae som etim es called it. In spite of 
calculator availability and frequency of use, Renae suggested to a seventh- 
grade general m ath  student, "D oes [the book] w ant you to use the  calculator or 
do it by hand? Some of these [decimals] you m ay know  by m em ory from  fifth 
grade" (Vol. Ill, p . 99).
The pre-algebra studen ts sp en t some tim e learning abou t an d  using 
various problem -solving stra teg ies. Renae discussed w ith  the class how  using 
these strategies is beneficial n o t only  in  solving m athem atical p rob lem s b u t 
also in  fulfilling o ther tasks. S tudents discovered th a t learning h o w  to  juggle 
various responsibilities after school while still com pleting hom ew ork  and  
finding time for leisure activities is actually a  problem  to solve.
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Renae w an ted  the studen ts to u n d ers tan d  how  beneficial draw ing 
sketches or p ictu res can be in solving problem s. D uring  this discussion she 
com m ented, "Tony, you 're  a v isual learner. A  lo t of us are v isual learners" 
(Vol. Ill, p. 22). Renae then w en t on  to illu stra te  how  often she personally 
m akes a sketch w h en  she is faced w ith  find ing  a solution in  h e r  personal life 
and  reiterated the fact that learn ing  various stra teg ies for so lv ing  problem s is 
a real life skill.
The class then  turned to  a problem  to solve. They w ere responsible for 
setting  up  a hypothetical tournam ent. Renae asked students if they  w anted  
this to be a basketball tournam ent, bu t one s tu d e n t said he w o u ld  rather it  be 
a golf tournam ent. This rem inded  Renae of a  sto ry  about h e r son  which she 
shared  w ith  the d a ss . He d e d d e d  to go ou tsid e  in  the m iddle of the w inter 
and  pu tt. U nfortunately  this activ ity  follow ed a significant snow fall in the 
M ichiana area an d  Renae's son lo st his golf ball in  an 8-foot snow drift. 
H aving  Renae take a few m om ents to share a  sto ry  about her son  gave 
s tuden ts  a w indow  into  her personal life a n d  allow ed them to become p a rt of 
the  b roader landscape of her life.
After R enae's story, the d a s s  re tu rned  to w ork ing  ou t logistics of the 
golf tournam ent. S tudents w orked  in g roups d u rin g  this tim e an d  Renae 
m oved  am ong them , offering assistance a n d  encouragem ent. Various g roups 
u sed  different m ethods to p lan  th e  tou rnam en t an d  Renae validated  their 
efforts and  used the  opportun ity  to  com pare th e  strategies used . As the class 
m oved  to other problem s, s tu d en ts  noted th a t  one of the  p rob lem s had n o t 
g iven  them  enough  inform ation. Renae asked  s tu d en ts  to p ro v id e  the 
m issing  inform ation  o n  their o w n  and solve the  p roblem  w hile
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com m enting, "You gu y s are m arvelous! W hat problem  solvers you 've  
becom e!" (Vol. Ill, p . 22). Renae's facetious tone continued as the class m oved 
to g rad ing  hom ew ork. She asked them  if they w ere  ready to g rade  their 
hom ew ork. A s tu d e n t responded lazily w ith  "I suppose" a n d  Renae 
rem arked, "W hat energy! W hat enthusiasm !" (Vol. Ill, p. 22).
Though Renae often m oved through m ath  class at a rap id  pace, she 
took  tim e to acknow ledge students ' interests. As p a r t  of the seventh- and 
eighth-grade confirm ation program , students have  prayer p a rtn e rs  from  the 
church. Just before one m ath class began, a s tu d en t had  received a small gift 
from  her prayer p a rtn e r  and asked Renae if she could  take it  to her locker. 
This of course p iqued  the interest of Renae and  o ther studen ts as well. Renae 
com m ented, "Your p ray e r partner m ust really be  excited ab o u t you" (Vol. Ill, 
p . 21). M idway th ro u g h  the m ath class, studen ts b rought up  the  subject of 
p ray er partners again  and  asked Renae if any of the  teachers a t the school 
w ere  studen ts ' p ray e r partners. Renae m erely sm iled, rem ain ing  
n o n co m m itta l.
A nother tim e w h en  Renae allow ed herself to be d iverted  from  the 
subject of m ath, created  w hat I th ink  of as a teachable m om ent. A studen t 
com m ented about the  book, The Lion, the W itch, and the Wardrobe by C. S. 
Lewis. Instead of ignoring  or brush ing  over the  com m ent because they w ere 
in  m ath  class, Renae took  time to discuss the book  and ended  this in terlude 
b y  saying, "It is im p o rtan t to reread  our favorite books, includ ing  the  Bible, 
because w e 're  not the  sam e person as we w ere the  first tim e w e  read  it" (Vol. 
IE, pp. 21-22).
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Grade 8
My classroom  observations du ring  eighth-grade algebra som etim es left 
m e feeling like I had  experienced a w hirlw ind. Part of this w as the resu lt of 
encountering content I w as unfam iliar w ith  or had n o t though t about since 
high school. A nother aspect contributing to the w hirlw ind  was the w ay 
Renae m oved th rough  various discussions and learn ing  experiences in  rap id- 
fire succession.
A fter learning how  to graph lines and  w ork  w ith  exponential notation, 
Renae and h e r husband p repared  several experim ents for the eighth graders. 
Renae began the class by telling students tha t so far their experiences w ith  
graphs have been  largely from  the textbook, bu t these g raphs do have 
connections w ith  nature  and  the w orld a ro u n d  them. She also w arned  them  
that w hen da ta  are collected from the real w orld  they are  no t always nice and 
neat like the da ta  recorded in  their textbooks. Since R enae's husband w as 
teaching ano ther class d u ring  this time, she explained th a t she w ould focus 
on their m athem atical skills and  her husband  w ould address the issue of heat 
transfer.
The supplies for the experim ents w ere  lined up  a t the front of the 
classroom: h o t water, snow , alcohol, and  salt. Each g roup  also had a TI-73 
calculator a n d  a  tem perature probe w hich could be connected to the 
calculator. Renae said, "You are eighth graders, and I know  I will find 
equipm ent in  the  right places. Be responsible" (Vol. Ill, p . 77). Just p rio r to  
allowing studen ts to begin their experim ents, Renae said, "If you have 
difficulty understand ing  w h a t to do, reread  the directions and  think ab o u t it.
If I spoon-feed you, it  w ill take the fun a n d  discovery o u t of the experim ent"
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(Vol. IE, p . 77).
As students got busy, Renae m o v ed  quickly from  group to g roup . At 
tim es she encouraged them  to use  th e ir  tim e wisely lest they be unab le  to 
finish. She answ ered a lo t of questions an d  helped the  g roups w ho 
encountered  problem s w ith  their calcu lato rs or probes. In  the m id s t o f giving 
suggestions and  answ ering questions, Renae found tim e to share jokes w ith 
the  studen ts. W hen a s tu d en t ann o u n ced  th a t the w a te r w as no longer very 
hot, Renae calmly asked the s tu d en t to  replace that p o t of w ater w ith  another 
one on the  coffee m aker w hile co n tinu ing  her conversation w ith  a g roup  
w ho needed  assistance. Renae seem ed to be everyw here a t once, a tten d in g  to 
each g ro u p s ' needs, offering encouragem ent, and no ting  everyone's progress 
w hile rem ain ing  com posed. As s tu d e n ts  gathered d a ta  and  exclaim ed "W e 
go t a g raph ,"  Renae enthusiastically  responded  w ith  "T hat's  w hat it 's  
supposed  to do!" and m oved over to  enjoy the g roup 's  success (Vol. Ill, p. 78).
As the  students com pleted th e ir  series of experim ents, Renae asked  to 
bo rrow  one g roup 's calculator. She connected  that to he r overhead projector 
so the entire  class could see w hat she  w as doing. As Renae and the class talked 
abou t linear regression, she kep t p ro b in g . I heard questions such as "W hat 
type of g rap h  [do we have]?" and "W hich  [option] m akes sense for us?" (Vol. 
Ill, p . 79). Renae show ed students h o w  to  find the coordinates for the ir graphs, 
the equation , and  regression. Since b o th  th e  graph of the  equation an d  the 
g rap h  of the  actual da ta  gathered  w ere  visible, Renae asked  studen ts to 
explore reasons for the variation.
Renae closed class by  com m enting , "W e're u sing  m ath  to u n d e rs tan d  
science" to  w hich a s tu d en t rem arked , "These equations are beginning to
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m ake sense to m e no w " (Vol. Ill, p . 80). The e ig h th  graders discovered how  to 
use the ir m athem atical skills to  u n ders tand  an d  g raph  tem pera tu re  changes 
in objects as they m oved  tow ard  room  tem pera tu re .
A nother m orn ing  the e ighth-grade class focused on  rela tive frequency. 
Renae w an ted  studen ts to recognize tha t there  is a difference betw een 
theoretical and  experim ental probability  and  th a t these tw o determ ine 
relative frequency. She began by  w riting  rela tive  frequency on  the board w ith  
tw o lines em anating from  the term , then asked studen ts w h a t term s w ould 
go on the  "legs" (Vol. Ill, p. 18). She told stu d en ts  "I know  y o u 're  sm art" as 
they began  considering her question (Vol. HI, p. 18). One s tu d e n t chose to read  
an answ er from his textbook and  Renae resp o n d ed  by  telling  him  that she 
w ants to  know  from  his head w hat relative frequency is, n o t from  the book.
S tudents continued  struggling to answ er h e r questions so Renae pulled  
little bags of four dice from  a container and  began  asking questions about the 
chances of getting a specific num ber w hen  she ro lled  the dice. T hroughout 
this quickly m oving process, Renae also kep t encourag ing  stu d en ts  to respond  
to her questions. W hen  one s tu d en t ven tu red  an  answ er w ith  the inflection 
of a question  in his voice, Renae's im m ediate response  w as, "D o n 't ask me, 
tell me. Tell m e w h a t y o u 're  th inking" (Vol. Ill, p . 18). The class was 
eventually  able to answ er enough of R enae's questions ab o u t relative 
frequency th a t she w ro te  theoretical probability a n d  experim ental probability 
a t the ends of the tw o legs connected to relative frequency.
S tudents then  w orked  w ith  the dice to  find  the  experim ental 
probability  of rolling num bers 2-12 using  tw o dice. They w ere  to roll the dice 
50 tim es an d  record th e  frequency w ith  w hich  they  rolled each  num ber. Up to
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th is po in t Renae w as all serious business, keeping the d a ss  m oving rapidly, 
cajoling the studen ts in to  thinking and  answ ering her questions, b u t as 
students p repared  to roll the dice Renae com m ented, "If y ou  can 't take the 
noise level, feel free to roll on the floor" and after a sligh t pause continued, 
"N o t you, the dice!" (Vol. Ill, p. 19). Only then d id  she an d  the students laugh 
and  I caught a glim pse of the nurtu ring , caring aspect of h e r personality.
Tow ard the end  of dass Renae asked students to rev iew  the different 
types of probability they  had  discussed during  the period an d  gave them  a 
hom ew ork  assignm ent. W hile s tu d en ts  w orked on  their hom ew ork, Renae 
m oved around the room  to m onitor their progress. Periodically she stopped 
to joke w ith indiv idual students. Som etim es I could hear the joke and other 
tim es I could not; how ever, w hat im pressed m e w as tha t Renae and her 
students understood the jokes and laughed together. I felt like I w as an 
ou tsider observing a close-knit g roup  connected by m any bonds.
R e la tionsh ips
It quickly becam e obvious to  m e tha t Renae loves her students and 
they  love her. Renae com m ented a num ber of tim es to th e  studen ts in  the 
course of teaching how  m uch she enjoys being w ith  them . The students in 
tu rn  share their lives w ith  Renae.
Renae m akes herself available to  her studen ts. W hen they  are
changing classes, she is in  the hallw ay because studen ts o ften  feel m ore
com fortable approaching  her there th an  in the classroom . Renae also said,
I d o n 't grade papers du ring  school very often a t all because I w an t th a t time 
to talk  to [students]. If they come u p  to m e, there 's a reason. In  the 
m ornings I w o n 't listen  to [Bible] m em ory or do a lo t o f th ings betw een the 
tim e they come in  an d  8:00. They have th a t 15 m inutes. A lm ost every one 
of them  will come an d  check in. They w o n 't say, "I 'm  here. Do you
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know?" b u t th a t's  really  w hat they 're  d o in g .. . .  I w an t them  to feel that 
they can come to m e w ith  em otional things, w ith  sp iritual things, w ith 
academic things because I care abou t all parts o f them . (Vol. E l, p. 155)
As I w atched Renae w ith  her students, I felt like I w as observ ing  a
N orm an Rockwell fam ily a t d inner. D uring the course of the h o u r  she spent
w ith each m ath  class, Renae noticed students as ind iv iduals. I sensed  th a t I
was w atching a large fam ily w ith  inside jokes, traditions, an d  m ethods of
com m unication of w hich  I w as n o t a  part. W hen I shared  m y  observations
w ith  Renae, she replied ,
I try to keep it th a t w a y . . . .  They feel safe enough  to let m e know  . . .  
quibbly [things]. B ut if they 're  safe enough to tell you  that, th ey 're  also 
going to  tell you  if they 're  h u rtin g  o r som ething 's h appen ing  a t hom e that 
you need to step in to  either [to] help the child o r  [to] help the  paren t. . . .  
You hear a lo t of things. [On] ra re  occasions you  hear th ings abou t abuse 
. . .  bu t m ore often you  hear tha t m om  lost her job or d ad  c a n 't  do this or 
he got h u rt o r h e 's  going  to have surgery. [They are] little th ings [where] 
you can m ake a phone  call o r you  can drop  a no te  in  the m ail o r you  can 
pu t them  on  a p rayer list. You can do  som ething to help. (Vol. IE, p. 51)
Renae n u rtu res  relationships w ith  both  her studen ts a n d  their 
families. F requently  p aren ts  briefly stop in  during  the  school d a y  to see how 
their child is p rogressing  o r they call Renae. Each F riday  Renae w rites a letter 
to parents to inform  them  of school and  classroom  events, to h o n o r students, 
and  to share paren ting  tips. Parents are  asked to  sign  and  re tu rn  a po rtion  of 
the letter the follow ing M onday. Renae includes th e  question, "H ow  can I be 
of service to yo u r fam ily?" w ith  the  new sletter an d  it is no t u n u su a l for 
parents to include questions or concerns w ith the re tu rn ed  p o rtio n  of the  
new sletter (Vol. E l, p . 126).
C lassroom  M anagem ent
I rarely  observed R enae's s tuden ts  behaving inapp rop ria te ly  though  I
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know  they are  typical m idd le  schoolers. H er studen ts struggle w ith  m any of 
the  sam e issues m iddle  schoolers struggle w ith  everyw here, and  a num ber of 
her studen ts are also faced w ith personal and fam ily challenges. I attribute 
this a p p aren t lack of d iscipline problem s to several things: Relationships 
Renae has developed w ith  her students, how  busy  she keeps h e r students 
w hen they are  in the classroom , and  Renae's cajoling encouragem ent laced 
w ith  hum or. Part of R enae 's success in m anaging her classroom  stem s from  
her instructional style. She explained, "If you keep the kids in terested  [in 
learning activities], d iscip line just goes o u t the door" (Vol. HI, p. 54). Renae 
looks for clues from h e r students to determ ine w hen  it is tim e to  change to a 
different activity.
Renae frequently  m ade  encouraging and  positive com m ents to her 
studen ts th roughou t the  classes she taught. I go t the  im pression b y  her tone of 
voice tha t these  com m ents were no t m eant only to  encourage studen ts b u t to 
also cajole them  into  d o in g  w hat Renae w an ted  them  to do: learn  and 
understand  m athem atical skills and  concepts. O n  the eve of sp rin g  break, 
Renae's fifth g raders w ere  bustling a round  the room  gathering tools they 
needed for the ir class. R enae w alked around  the room  encouraging students 
to keep m oving  on the ir tasks saying, "I feel hap p iest w hen you  are w orking 
very ha rd"  (Vol. in, p. 109).
Renae appeared  unp ertu rb ed  by th ings w hich  are often deem ed as 
d isciplinary problem s in  larger schools. O ne m orn ing  the seventh  graders 
only trickled into her classroom ; as she w aited  for the  rest to arrive  she 
rem arked, "M aybe the lockers ate them  up  today" (Vol. Ill, p. 21). Renae m ade 
her po in t ab o u t the im portance of being on  tim e, b u t she tem pered  her
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com m ents w ith  hum or.
I sensed this sam e attitude w hen Renae w an ted  a s tu d en t to sit down 
ra the r than stand up  d u rin g  m ath class. Renae asked  her, "D id  som eone steal 
y ou r chair?" to w hich the  studen t replied, "N o." Renae responded  with, 
"Then please use it. I c an 't see through you to see [Carrie]" (Vol. EE, p. 97).
One day the seventh  graders w ere w orking in  groups an d  Renae 
overheard a com m ent to  w hich she said, "M y ears be  offended" (Vol. IE, p. 
100). The student gave a comeback I could not hear, b u t Renae responded 
w ith, "Then d o n 't say th ings in the room  you d o n 't  w ant m e to  hear" (Vol.
IE, p. 100). This tim e the  studen t responded jokingly, "You w ere  spying on 
us" (Vol. Ill, p. 100).
Though Renae often  com m unicated her expectations in  a lighthearted 
m anner, I did observe h e r being m ore direct on occasion. In answ er to a 
question Renae had  asked the fifth graders, quite a num ber of studen ts replied 
sim ultaneously. Renae said, "I need to see hands, n o t hear voices. H ands tell 
m e m any things" (Vol. IE, pp . 109-110). A few m inutes later d u rin g  the same 
class, students began bickering about w ho had been able to balance themselves 
on one foot for 15 seconds. Renae quickly quieted their chatter by saying, 
"W e're going to take y o u r opinion of w hether you  d id  or no t"  (Vol. Ill, p.
110). One day I w as in ten tly  listening to Renae discuss exponents w ith  the 
eighth  graders w hen  I h ea rd  her say, "[Ivan], I w an t you to talk  only  w hen it's 
really im portant. It c a n 't  be continually im portan t" (Vol. Ill, p . 69).
The relationships Renae has w ith  her studen ts allow  h e r to  know  
w hen  to confront s tu d en ts  and  w hen to give them  the benefit of the  doubt. 
Renae told m e about one of her eighth graders, Tony, who is a  continuing
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challenge. In 1 w eek Tony d id  not com plete his hom ew ork  4 consecutive 
days. The first 3 days Renae felt he had  legitim ate reasons for no t com pleting 
the work, b u t on  the fourth  m orning Tony to ld  her he failed to com plete his 
hom ew ork because he h ad  been w atching  TV. Renae im m ediately  ushered  
Tony into the hallw ay. Tony asked her w h ere  they w ere  going so Renae told 
him  they w ere going to the principal's office. Tony im m ediately  said, "I'm  not 
going" (Vol. HI, p. 162). Renae knew  she could  no t physically  coerce Tony into 
going to the principal's office so she exp lained  to him  th a t she w ould  really 
like to see him  m aintain  h is A average in  m a th  class, b u t  he needs to 
complete his hom ew ork in  o rder to keep a n  A. Tony then  w ent dow n  to the 
principal's office, com pleted his hom ew ork, and  re tu rn ed  to Renae's 
classroom a t noon to rejoin his classm ates.
At Renae's school, chapel garb for m ales is a dress sh irt and  pan ts. Tony 
chooses to w ear a black t-sh irt underneath  the dress sh irt and  leaves the  shirt 
hanging open. W hile he technically is n o t in  violation o f chapel dress code, 
he does appear m ore sloppy than  was in ten d ed  by the dress code. O ne day  
Tony was assigned to be an  usher for chapel. Renae pu lled  him  aside and  told 
him  that a lo t of little kids w ere going to be  looking u p  to  him  a t chapel that 
day  and asked him  if he w ould  be w illing to  bu tton  his shirt. Tony go t a bit 
defensive and  asked Renae w hy she w as telling  him  to bu tton  his shirt.
Renae rem inded  him  that she d id  not tell h im  he h ad  to bu tton  the shirt, bu t 
she just w an ted  to rem ind  him  that he w o u ld  be a role m odel to  the younger 
students. A fter tha t sta tem ent Renae w alked  away. Tony ended up  fulfilling 
his ushering duties w ith  a  buttoned, tu ck ed  in  shirt. Renae finished th is story 
by  telling m e th a t she know s the only reason  Tony b u ttoned  his shirt th a t day
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is because she has established a relationship  w ith  him , and  he know s th a t she 
genu inely  cares about him .
Beliefs
I w ould now  like to discuss five beliefs w hich  underg ird  Renae's life, 
gu ide  her classroom practices, an d  how  she lives h e r life and m akes decisions: 
U sing one 's gifts, helping others, studen ts are valuable, learn ing  is lifelong, 
and  students are family.
U sing O ne 's Gifts
The belief that one is endow ed  w ith  gifts w hich  are  to be used for G od 
and  o thers began early in R enae's life. As a child, h e r paren ts taugh t and  
m odeled  this belief for Renae. She developed a firm  belief that she w as b o m  
because God w anted her to be born, she w as on  earth  because G od has a p lan  
for her, and  God created her w ith  special gifts to u se  d u rin g  her tim e on earth .
Even in grade school Renae began sensing th a t one of her gifts is to
give of her time and energy  to help  others. She said,
As I w ent th rough  school, . . .  I w as constantly  being  asked to help o ther 
k ids, and I really enjoyed w orking  w ith  o ther k ids. [I] never m inded  g iv ing  
u p  the  time. I felt G od leading  m e to do som eth ing  to  help others. T h at's  
[my] gift [and I] use it. (Vol. HI, p. 143)
Renae teaches her studen ts th a t they  too are b o m  w ith  d ifferent g ifts 
an d  it  is their responsibility to use  the gifts G od has g iven them . She p o in ts  
o u t to  h e r students, "Everybody is d iffe ren t.. . .  D ifferent is good, b u t y o u  need 
to be yourself. You need to  find y o u r strengths. You need  to be aw are of y o u r 
w eaknesses so that you can w ork  th rough  them  b u t n o t be asham ed of them " 
(Vol. m , p. 153). Renae w ants her studen ts
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to . . .  [know] that they 're  growing, th a t they 're  capable of doing anything 
that they w a n t to d o . . . .  [I say], "Do w hat G od 's g iven [you] the gifts to do. 
D on 't be afra id  to reach o u t there and  take a risk . If you fall th a t just means 
you found  som ething else that d o esn 't w ork, b u t  pick yourself u p  and go 
again." (Vol. HI, p. 161)
Provid ing  studen ts w ith  an opportun ity  to  u se  their gifts is im portant 
to Renae. The entire school prom otes involving s tu d en ts  in a varie ty  of 
service opportun ities w hich  m ay help  studen ts f in d  their unique gifts, be 
these gifts academ ic, in  the  arts, physically, or in terpersonal. Renae frequently 
spoke of s tu d en ts ' involvem ent in the church. S tuden ts  no t only presen t 
special seasonal program s, plays, and operettas, b u t  they  also provide special 
m usic d u rin g  the regular Sunday m orning  w o rsh ip  tim e. Since students 
frequently w o rk  in cooperative groups and in m ulti-g rade  settings, giving 
academic he lp  to each o ther becomes second n a tu re . The students also give of 
them selves a n d  their ta len ts by participating in  various fund-raising activities 
sponsored b y  the school.
Renae provides opportun ities for N ational H o n o r Society students 
from  a public h igh  school to  develop and use the ir gifts by tu toring  her 
m iddle school students each  Tuesday. Some of R enae 's students are 
struggling w ith  m ath w hile  others are p reparing  fo r M ath Counts, a 
com petitive m ath  program  established by the Society of Professional 
Engineers. R enae explained tha t the p rogram  is also  beneficial for the high 
schoolers because it helps them  review  for college entrance exams.
H elping O thers
W hen I asked Renae w hy she chose to becom e an educator, she said, "I 
w as always in terested  in  help ing  other people" (Vol. IE, p. 44). As a child
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Renae helped her siblings w ith  the ir m ath  hom ew ork  because she loved 
m ath, understood it, and  her siblings struggled w ith the content. D uring  her 
elem entary years she often helped  other schoolmates, d u rin g  her college years 
she volunteered as a teacher's aide and w orked  w ith m entally  handicapped 
adults, and as an educator she continually pours herself in to  her students, 
help ing  them grow. In one of the  weekly new sletters Renae sen t to her 
studen ts ' parents, she w rote, "M y prayer rem ains that the L ord  will use me 
for the glory of H is k ingdom  and  for the good of His people" (Vol. Ill, p. 126). 
H elping those around  her is constantly a t the forefront of R enae's thoughts.
Renae received a county-w ide aw ard for excellence in  teaching w hich 
forced her to start "evaluating really  big tim e w hat [she] stood  for, w h a t [she 
is] doing. It was m ore soul searching than [she has] had  to ever do" (Vol. Ill, p. 
60). O u t of this arose a deep desire to p u t into practice w ha t she believes is best 
for her students, so Renae began w riting grants to obtain technology and  
hands-on experiences for her studen ts. Though w riting g ran ts  takes a lo t of 
Renae's time, she is constantly m otivated by help ing  her s tuden ts learn  and  
experience the best she can prov ide  for them.
D uring the school year in  w hich Renae participated in  m y study, the 
school had  a g ran t w hich allow ed their students to test and  com pare w ater 
quality  in  Lake M ichigan, a sm all local lake, a large local river, and a sm all 
pond . They also test a ir and  soil quality and  tem perature to determ ine w hich  
areas m ake better places to live. P art of this g ran t includes p lann ing  a 
presentation  sum m arizing the resu lts of the year-long study . This s tu d y  
allow ed Renae and  K en's m iddle schoolers to use their m a th  and science 
skills com bined w ith  technology for real life purposes and  to  give som eth ing
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m eaningful back to  th e  com m unity .
Renae and K en w rote an o th e r g ran t for the GTE Foundation which 
p rovides them w ith  $12,000 w o rth  of hand-held  technological equipm ent to 
use as they  w rite an  in teg rated  science and  m ath curriculum . This includes an 
opportun ity  to s tu d y  a t the GTE laboratories for 7 d ays during  the upcom ing 
sum m er. N ot only  w ill Renae a n d  Ken spend tim e this sum m er studying  a t 
GTE, b u t  they also have  the o p p o rtu n ity  to spend 14 days w ith  NASA 
engineers on site, including  restric ted  areas, learn ing  about w ays they use 
science and  m ath in  their w ork . W hile Renae is hono red  and ecstatic about 
these opportunities, she is th rilled  because they "w ill help [her] to be a better 
teacher, to find o u t h o w  [she] can reach m ore kids" (Vol. Ill, p . 149).
N o t only does Renae seek  for w ays to help h e r  students grow, bu t she 
also enjoys prom oting  grow th  in  her fellow  educators. A studen t nom inated 
Renae for D isney's A m erican T eacher A w ards w hich  "honor creativity in 
teaching" (Vol. Ill, p . 140). If R enae becom es one o f the  honorees, along w ith  
gran t m oney will com e a p rofessional developm ent opportunity . Renae 
expressed her excitem ent abou t this possibility because it  w ould allow her to 
learn m ore  to both  h e lp  her s tu d en ts  and  also "w o rk  w ith  [fellow] faculty 
[members] on professional developm en t"  (Vol. Ill, p . 149).
S tu d en ts  A re Valuable
Renae explained  the lens th ro u g h  which she  view s her students:
Each child I see is a  creation o f God. Each child is valuable and loved and 
special. I d o n 't w a n t their lea rn ing  styles to affect m y opinion of them . I 
figure that I need  to  w ork  w ith  them  w herever they  are. I th ink  believing 
th a t G od created these ch ild ren  m akes it a lot easier for m e to see them  as 
special and un ique . (Vol. Ill, p p . 151-152)
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Seeing each of h e r studen ts as a special creation  of God m otivates 
Renae to  d o  all she can to  help  them  grow  and  becom e w hat G od has p lanned 
for them  to  become. She strives to  p rov ide the b est education possible for 
them  so they  are "fully  p repared  to  be w hatever they  w ant to be" in  the fu ture 
(Vol. m , p . 42). As G od 's special creation, Renae believes each of her students 
has "som ething  d ifferent to offer an d  a different streng th" (Vol. Ill, p. 56). The 
value R enae a ttributes to  studen ts also m otivates h e r to p u t effort into 
develop ing  close rela tionsh ips w ith  them .
It w as readily ap p aren t d u rin g  m y observations in Renae's classroom 
tha t she sees each of h e r studen ts as a special gift. I also noticed th a t w hen 
Renae spoke of past teaching experiences, rang ing  from  low er elem entary to 
college, she saw those studen ts in  the  sam e light. She spoke of her love and 
concern for the studen ts facing special challenges as single paren ts in the 
business college w here  she taught, and  she shared  her frustration w hen 
w orking  w ith  an adm in istra tion  w h ich  treated stu d en ts  as a com m odity 
ra ther th an  as valued  ind iv iduals.
L earning Is Lifelong
Renae shared w ith  me, "I ju s t love learn ing" (Vol. Ill, p. 150). I was 
curious to see if Renae could iden tify  for me the source of this passion. She 
reflected, "I really d o n 't  know  w here  it comes from . I know  tha t it is m odeled 
in  m y fam ily. My p aren ts  are still [learning] even  a t retirem ent age. . . .  I just 
am  easily m otivated  to  learn  an d  keep  trying n ew  things" (Vol. IE, p. 151).
T hroughou t R enae 's en tire  life she appears to  have had  an  incredible 
th irst to lea rn  m ore and  find b e tte r w ays of accom plishing the tasks before 
her. As she recounted the  various positions, bo th  in  and  ou t of education,
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Renae frequently  spoke of the things she learned th rough  the experience. 
W hen she w as w ork ing  as a substitu te  teacher, she identified  things she 
w an ted  to take in to  her ow n classroom  in  the future. D uring  her stin t in the 
business w orld, she learned  how  m ath  is used in the real w orld an d  no ted  
skills he r students needed  to acquire d u rin g  their form al education. Some of 
these things Renae learned by  observing and other tim es she learned by 
listen ing  to others w ith  different experiences. No m atter w hat situation  in 
w hich Renae found herself, she learned abou t people an d  sought w ays to 
g row  as a person an d  to increase her skills.
W hen I asked  Renae about p rim ary  beliefs which have gu ided  her life, 
she replied ,
G od 's always a t w ork  in m y l ife. . . .  H e 's  alw ays getting  m e ready for the 
nex t event, the nex t opportun ity , the next crisis, the n ex t child. . . .  I figure I 
need  to take advan tage  of every opportun ity  I have to  learn abou t people 
an d  about teaching because that's  w here H e 's pu t m e. (Vol. Ill, p. 151)
Renae seeks to  develop  in her s tu d en ts  this sam e com m itm ent to life­
long learning. W hat Renae really  seeks to  teach her s tuden ts  is no t m ath  
content, "b u t the con ten t gives m e som ething to talk abou t to develop skills 
that a re  going to m ake them  a life-long learner" (Vol. Ill, p. 161).
S tudents A re Family
The very first day  I observed in R enae's classroom, I wrote in  m y  field 
notes: "S tudents ta lk  [w ithout raising their hands] to [Renae] and each o ther 
in a  controlled, respectful w ay. It's  . . .  comfortable, relaxed, and eager. [It is] 
like a fam ily sharing  abou t their day  a round  the dinner table" (Vol. EU, p. 9). 
This sense that Renae and  her studen ts opera te  like a fam ily continued to 
g row  as I spen t m ore  tim e in  their school, and  as I listened to Renae.
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In a brief chat a t  the dose  of m y  second visit, Renae gestu red  to the 
dassroom  and  told m e th a t it w as h e r  w orld  and  h e r life. Renae spends an 
incredible am ount of tim e giving to h e r school fam ily. She and  K en allow 
them selves to becom e involved in every  aspect of the ir s tuden ts7 lives. Renae 
and Ken attend  studen ts7 sports events, spedal church functions, an d  seek to 
m eet stu d en ts7 needs ju s t like biological and  adoptive  paren ts do.
Renae continues to  take paren ting  dasses because she believes they 
allow her to better u n d ers tan d  and w o rk  w ith her students. She credits the 
learning she has done in  raising her biological ch ildren  w ith allow ing her to 
be m ore effective w ith  her school ch ildren . The stu d en ts  share in  each o thers7 
joys and  sorrow s ju st like a family does, and  they feel secure in  their 
classroom  family.
T hough Renae actually  used the  term  fa m ily  a t  various tim es in ou r
conversations, it w as n o t until the final in terview  th a t I asked h e r about the
reason for her analogy. She replied,
Fam ily is the basic u n it that I can th in k  of that's  G od 's perfect g roup. He 
puts you  together. . . . Families are  p u t  together to  bring o u t the  best in 
each o ther and th a f s  w ha t w e're  go ing  to d o . . .  . W e spend a lo t of time 
talking about how  w e can w ork w ith  each other. . . .  You d o n 't  p u t  anybody 
dow n and  if there 's a problem , w e ta lk  about it a n d  w hat [we can] do to 
w ork  th rough  i t . . . .  As a family, w e  w ork  together and  w e find  o u t that it's  
good to help each o ther. W e're n o t alw ays going to be the one w ho know s 
everything. Just like in  a  family, n o t  everybody w ill be the sam e. . . . 
Everybody has som e role to m ake the  family opera te  and  there  are benefits 
for everybody w hen  w e d o . . . .  I like to  th ink  of them  as m y fam ily. (Vol. 
Ifi, pp . 153-155)
S u m m a ry
Because Renae sees herself as hav ing  been g iven special gifts by  God to 
use in g iv ing  to o thers w ho are also created  by H im , she has g iven  her life to
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serving and  help ing  those a round  her. She is m otivated  to  becom e all she can 
possibly becom e because she has been g iven a sacred tru s t b y  God to help 
o thers dream  b ig  and achieve their d ream s. A t the core of Renae's being is the 
belief that G od has a p lan  an d  pu rpose  fo r her life w hich  she  is to fulfill. 
Renae explained,
I feel G od 's alw ays at w ork  in  m y life. H e has a p u rp o se  for me. H e has a 
plan. H e only  reveals a little b it a t a  tim e. He d o e sn 't g ive [me] the whole 
book at a tim e. [I] only get one page. [I] can 't deal w ith  i t  all. I'm  never quite 
sure w here H e 's leading me, bu t I know  that H e's a lw ays getting m e ready 
for the nex t [step]. (Vol. Ed, p. 151)
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CHAPTER 6
MARK-MY STUDENTS, MY MINISTRY
"Give me my bunny!" [the Boy] said, "You mustn't say that. He isn't a toy.
He's REAL!"
When the little Rabbit heard tlmt he toas happy, for he knezo that zohat the Skin
Horse had said toas true at last. The nursery magic had happened to him, and
he toas a toy no longer. He toas Real. The Boy himself had said it.
Margery Williams, The Velveteen Rabbit 
In troduction
M ark teaches G rades 7 and 8 M ath and  G rade 8 Introduction to Algebra 
a t a Christian school. This school has been in existence since the 1950s and is 
sponsored by  a conference which is p a rt of the M ennonite C hurch. The school 
first opened as a high school and later a m iddle school was added . Enrollm ent 
in the m iddle  school is currently  70 students and  is housed  in a building 
separate from  the high school though certain facilities such as the cafeteria, 
chapel, gym , library, com puter lab, and  guidance office are shared  by both 
schools. The cam pus consists of 30 acres of land  located  at the edge of a city 
w ith a popu lation  of 25,000. The city is grow ing rap id ly  w ith an influx of 
m inorities, a n d  10% of th e  students in M ark 's school rep resen t minorities.
In the  mid-1990s, com m unity m em bers expressed  in terest in  adding a 
m iddle school. Careful p lann ing  by a group of educators, church leaders, and 
parents resu lted  in a m id d le  school com m itted to  p rov id ing  developm entally 
responsive education  for students in G rades 6-8. M ark  became aw are of this
156
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venture, m ade the decision to apply, and  becam e one of three full-time 
teachers in  the m iddle school. It was d u rin g  M ark 's th ird  year a t this school 
tha t I had  the  opportun ity  to observe his classes and hear his story. The 
college professor w ho suggested  I contact M ark 's principal abou t m y study  also 
specifically m entioned M ark 's nam e as an  excellent, reflective teacher.
W hen I first spoke w ith  M ark via telephone about participating  in m y 
study, he startled  m e by  his w illingness to  m ake tim e in  his a lready full 
schedule to tell me his story. H e m entioned tha t he w as eager to tell m e about 
his journey from  being a trad itional classroom  teacher to w ho he is today.
This story, he added, w ou ld  lend understand ing  to his classroom  practices.
As I listened to M ark, w atched his interactions w ith students, and  
contem plated his relationships w ith  people in  general, I w as in trigued  by  the 
house his life created. A t first glance it m ay appear com m onplace, bu t once 
inside one becom es aw are of how  well in teg rated  the furnishings and room s 
of his house are. It is d ifficult to d istinguish  the purpose of each separate 
room . The furnishings w ere  and  continue to be carefully chosen to reflect this 
hom e's pu rpose—to p rov ide  for the needs of those w ho enter.
Mark's Story  
G row ing U p
M ark grew  up in  A ppalachia and  appreciates his background. He 
recalled,
My dad  grew  up d u rin g  the depression. H e came from  a fam ily of 12 and  
started w orking w hen  he w as 12 [years old] for 10 cents an  h o u r . . . .  My dad  
is a very  caring person. H e w ould  do any th ing  to help som ebody. I can 
rem em ber him  getting  o u t o f bed a t 4:00 in  the m orning because som eone 
called h im  on their w ay  to the hospital. Their daughter w as sick. They 
were w anting  to get there  in  a hu rry  an d  their car broke dow n. [Dad]
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ru sh ed  out to help them  get back  on the ro a d  again. I'm  su re  he d idn 't 
charge them  any th ing  for that. I appreciate th a t aspect of h im . H e d id n 't 
have a lo t of [money] and  I th ink  p a rt of th a t w as . . .  because of D ad's 
generous heart and  com passion for others. (Vol. IV, pp. 99-100)
In  M ark 's sm all, e lem entary  public school, G rades 1-3 h a d  one teacher,
G rades 4-6 had  ano ther teacher, an d  the p rincipal taugh t G rades 7-8. One
inciden t during  his first years in  school rem ains deeply  etched in  his m ind:
I th ink  back to m y first- second- and  th ird -g rade  teacher. . . .The m em ory is 
very  vivid and I can probably  tell you w h ere  I w as sitting in  the  classroom 
and  w here the teacher w as w h en  it h appened . . . . W e had  a first and a 
th ird  grader w ho w ere bro thers. Their fam ily  [life] was n o t a  good situation 
and  social services cam e to take them  o u t o f the  hom e, b u t they  did th a t a t 
school and took them  o u t of the  classroom . N o t [even] the  teacher or 
anyone else w as to ld  and they cam e in an d  took  the two boys o u t of the 
classroom . The teacher p u t h e r head  dow n  on  her desk. W e h a d  three 
g rades and probably  seven [students] in  each  g ra d e . . . .  She h a d  her head 
d o w n  for at least 10 m inutes. N o one said  a  w ord . She had  h e r  head on her 
desk  and  was crying. The rest of us w eren 't rich  either, b u t w e  certainly 
d id n 't  have to com e to school the  w ay they  cam e to school. For her to have 
th a t k ind  of caring stuck  w ith  m e. (Vol. IV, p . 62)
M ark 's sixth-grade teacher w as a first-year teacher w ho h a d  just 
com pleted her college education. M ark  also sees th is teacher as having  left a 
lasting legacy:
I go t m y first C . . .  in  her class; i t  w as in  c o n d u c t.. . .  She h a d  one of these 
padd les w ith a rubber band and  a ball on  i t  a n d  I go t sw atted  w ith  that 
several times because of m y m isbehavior a n d  . . . m ischievousness. But as 
I look  back, I had  a d ifferent learn ing  approach . . .  . The th ing  I appreciate 
ab o u t her . . .  is th a t in  the m id s t of all th is she never gave u p  on me even 
though  I'm  sure I w as a . . . problem atic s tu d e n t in  her classroom . . .  . She 
asked  m e to go into a county-w ide speech com petition  and  I d id . [I] 
p resen ted  and th a t gave m e a real boost of confidence in m yself. . . .  I 
w o u ld  n o t have done  th a t w ith o u t her encouragem en t an d  help . (Vol. IV, 
p. 94)
The p rincipal/teacher M ark h ad  for G rades 7 and  8 "w as a very  strict 
person, a  very strict teacher," b u t M ark  knew  th is  teacher cared ab o u t students
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(Vol. IV, p. 95). M ark  was som ew hat afraid of him  and  th inks the teacher 
som etim es used  th is to his ow n  advantage; how ever, M ark  credits this 
teacher for teaching him  fairness and consistency. M ark also recalled tha t this 
teacher helped studen ts p u t a basketball hoop  in a tree on  the  playground so 
they  could play basketball.
M ark w ent to a very sm all high school w here he again  had "very
caring teachers . . . w ho reached o u t and he lped  [him] w ith  things [he] w ould
never have done w ithou t their initiative" (Vol. IV, p. 95). M ark recalls,
I w as not tha t outgoing. I am  an  in troverted  person by  and  large and I 
cam e from a fam ily that w as n o t really involved in social settings and  
events in school and  education. N either of m y paren ts graduated  from 
high  school. M y father only w en t to e igh th  grade. . . . College was no t even 
in m y thoughts until m y jun io r year in h igh  school. (Vol. IV, p. 95)
D uring his h igh  school years, M ark 's friends p layed  an  im portant role 
in  shap ing  his fu ture. As a sophom ore he developed close friendships w ith  
som e seniors w ho p layed  basketball w ith him , were in  his 4-H Club, and  w ere 
in  the N ational H onor Society w hen  M ark w as inducted. A fter these friends 
graduated , they cam e back from  college and  encouraged M ark  to also enroll in 
college.
Post-H igh School
The sum m er after M ark g raduated  from  high school, som e of his 
friends invited him  to attend a Billy Graham  Crusade. M ark  said, "I accepted 
C hrist on June 13, 1964. The th ing  I appreciated about Billy Graham  is th a t he 
sen t literature to  you  and encouraged you to get involved in  a local church" 
(Vol. IV, p. 62). M ark  began a ttend ing  a M ethodist church w ith  his friends. 
L ater in  his life he  becam e p a rt  o f the M ennonite church and  rem ains there
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today.
W ith the encouragem ent of his friends and  the guidance counselor,
M ark entered college:
M ath w as alw ays one of m y  favorite subjects. . .  . W hen I first started  
college, . . .  I w as going in to  accounting because I though t it was som ething 
I w ould enjoy. I actually g o t som e experience w ith th a t because I d ropped  
ou t [of college] after the first year so I could w ork before going back. I go t a 
job a t Good Year Tire an d  Rubber and I w as the budge t control coordinator. 
That gave m e good experience w orking w ith  spreadsheets and  num bers. 
. . .  I w orked w ith  num bers day  in  and day  out. Som etim es I w orked  until 
3:00 in the m orning m aking  sure they balanced dow n to the penny. . . .  It 
was probably one of the best jobs I ever had  salary wise, b u t I d id n 't like 
w orking alone. In the m eantim e I had joined a church and  started  
w orking w ith  the youth  g roup  which I enjoyed very  m uch. My form er 
principal and jun io r h igh  teacher encouraged me to go to another college 
and get into teaching. I 'd  be working w ith  people then. . . .  I did go into 
education a t th a t time an d  decided I'd  go w ith elem entary [certification]. 
(Vol. IV, pp. 59-60)
M ark transferred  to a sm aller college and  again found  teachers w ho 
cared about him . O ne professor in particular exerted extra effort to keep M ark 
in  school:
This one p ro f I had  in A m erican History w as one of the best profs I h ad  in 
college. H is reputation  as "m otor m outh" w as basically because he go t so 
excited about the topic. . . . H e had  the repu tation  for being  a  very, very  
hard  prof to get good g rades from. I was convinced th a t I w as going to 
m ake an  A  in  th a t class. I stud ied  really hard . Class participation  w as p a rt 
of his g rad ing  system, an d  I w as not participating in  c lass . . . .  I talked w ith  
him  and he said, "Well, you  have a presentation to m ake." W e had  to pick 
an Am erican character an d  do  a 15 m inute report. H e said, "If you can 
speak for 15 m inutes and  n o t use a note, it will be good enough for yo u r 
class participation." I h ad  A ndrew  C arnegie's life m em orized  from b irth  to 
death  and  in  betw een an d  I go t an  A ou t of tha t class. The next sem ester I 
w asn 't going to go back because I had to w ork  to m ake m o n e y .. . .  A nd  he 
called m e and  said, "I h ope  you  do n 't m ind. I talked w ith  your room m ate 
w hen I d id n 't  see your nam e on the roster and  w ondered  w hy  you d id n 't  
come back. [Your room m ate] said it was because of finances." I said, "Yeah, 
bu t I'll be back next fall." A n d  he said, "I hope you d o n 't  m ind, bu t I also 
took the initiative to go to  the  financial a id  director. . . .  I th ink  there 's  a 
package tha t m igh t enable you  to continue if you w an t to go dow n and
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look at it." (Vol. IV, p . 96)
The financial a id  package M ark received allow ed h im  to continue as a
full-tim e studen t. H e e n d e d  u p  becom ing very  involved  in  cam pus activities
such as being a residen t assistant, S tudent Body President, jo ined  the College
C hristian Association, be longed  to a fraternity, an d  held  offices w ithin the
fraternity. H e elaborated  o n  his fraternity  association:
They had  no  physical hazing  in  term s of the p ledg ing  p rogram . They had  
study  tables. They h ad  the  h ighest GPA on cam pus. . . . The Greek 
organizations certainly  d o n 't  fit into who I am, b u t it w as a  great 
experience. (Vol. IV, p . 97)
W hen M ark  g rad u a ted  from  college, he w en t to his A m erican H istory  
professor to tell him  th a t he  could in  no way repay  him  for w h a t he had done 
by helping M ark find a w ay  to stay in  college. M ark recalls th e  professor's 
response,
H e said, "You d o n 't  ow e m e a thing. W hen you ge t ou t there, there are 
going to be a  num ber o f o ther people who need  a help ing  hand  and 
assistance. Do the  sam e for them ." That has alw ays been in  the back of m y 
m ind. (Vol. IV, p. 97)
Becom ing an Educator
For his first teach ing  job, M ark returned to A ppalachia. M ark's s tu d en t
teaching had  been  in  G rade  1 and  he w as hoping to find a position  in the
prim ary  grades. T hat d id  n o t w ork  out, however. M ark  explained:
The C ounty S uperin tenden t called and  asked if I w ou ld  consider a possible 
opening a t one of the  coun ty  schools. O ut of respect for th e  fact that he 
called me an d  w as in te rested  in  m y teaching, I sa id  "Yes, I [will] do that."  I 
had  a very good  in te rv iew  and  they  also gave m e a really  nice position. . . . 
I started  teaching seven th  and  eighth  grades. (Vol. IV, p . 5)
This position included  teach ing  science, health, physical education, and 
coaching.
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This school consolidated  an d  M ark  w as uncertain  about his future. In 
the m eantim e, his alm a m ater contacted him  abou t joining the college as 
their D irector of Financial A id. M ark  accepted this position, b u t after a few 
years he "realized th a t [he] w an ted  to continue w ith  and  [stay] in teaching" 
(Vol. IV, p. 5). W ith the exception of w ork ing  for 5 years in studen t 
developm ent a t ano ther college, M ark 's experiences in education have been 
in  the m idd le  grades. These included  ano ther position  in A ppalachia, an 
adm in istra tive  position  in  a school connected w ith  the  M ennonite church, a 
teaching  position  in  V erm ont, and  now  his cu rren t assignm ent.
The changes in  M ark 's teaching positions w ere at times connected to
events in  the  lives of others. These incidents po in t to the p riority  M ark places
on  relationships. M ark 's  second teaching  stin t in Appalachia came about
because of his d ad 's  retirem ent: "I m oved back to . . . help m y dad  along in
th a t transition  in his life and  go t ano ther job in  a small county-like system "
(Vol. IV, p . 6). This decision to  relocate and  p rov ide support for his dad  had  a
significant im pact on  their rela tionsh ip . M ark  rem inisced:
I w as in  ROTC w hen  I first w en t to college and enjoyed it. M y dad  w as a 
[veteran] and  very  enthusiastic  [about the m ilitary]. . . .  I was encouraged to 
join the N ational G uard  so I h ad  to go to [Officer Training School]. It 
w ould  give m e m ilitary  background  once I g raduated  from college and  I 
could be an  officer. It w as ideal. [H ow ever], th rough  my ow n study  and  
read ing  of the Scripture I began  w ondering  if I could really take som eone 
else's life. Should  I have th a t r ig h t to end  som eone's life tha t G od created?
. . . A m  I m y b ro th er 's  keeper? (Vol. IV, p. 62)
M ark  even tually  concluded th a t he  could n o t be part of the m ilitary
because he d id  n o t w a n t to take som eone else's life. H aving m ade tha t
decision, M ark  needed  to  follow  his convictions:
It w as h a rd  for m y  fam ily. M y d a d  h ad  served in  W orld W ar II and  w anted 
m e to be in  the m ilitary . I knew  it  w ou ld  be h a rd  for him to hear about m y
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convictions. M y m other reinforced that w hen  she said  that telling m y dad 
w ould be like pu tting  a gun  to his head. It took a num ber of years for us to 
w ork  th ro u g h  that. That w as tough. (Vol. IV, p. 63)
T each ing  in  A ppalachia during  this im portan t transition  for his dad
w as essential in  reestablishing a close relationship w ith  h is father. M ark said,
I m oved back to  be w ith h im  w hen he retired . We h ad  never talked about 
[my decision to leave the mil i tary] . . . .  O ne n ight [Dad and I] sat dow n and 
talked un til 4:00 in  the m orn ing  and  he to ld  m e th ings about his time in 
the service. H e 'd  never talked about it before. (Vol. IV, p. 63)
C urren tly  M ark characterizes his relationship w ith  his father as "better 
than [he] could  have scripted it, better than  [he] could have w ritten up" (Vol. 
IV, p. 99). M ark  also observed, "[My dad] is very trusting  of m e . . . .  The 
relationship is very  good and I will miss m y dad  a lo t [w hen he passes away]" 
(Vol. IV, p. 100).
A nother change in teaching assignm ent connected w ith a relationship
involved the  w om an  who is now  M ark 's wife. M ark m et Rochelle th rough
church activities abou t 10 years before they m arried  each other. By the time
they decided to get m arried, Rochelle had  already accepted a  position to pastor
a church in  V erm ont. M ark decided  to m ove to V erm on t-even  though  he
knew  it m ean t th a t he w ould n o t be teaching for a year—instead of asking
Rochelle to go  th ro u g h  the entire process of candidating  for another position.
Both M ark  and  Rochelle w ere in  their 40s and knew  " th a t m ight take some
adjustm ent in  itself" (Vol. IV, p. 6). M ark also recalls:
I [had never] been  a pastor's husband . . .  so I decided th a t I w ould just take 
a year an d  b e  w ith  her a t conferences and m eetings, ju s t to know  w hat 
she 's do ing  an d  support her in  that. A nd I w orked as a carpenter. . . .  After 
a year, I decided  I w ould sta rt looking for a teaching position. I discovered 
tha t a [teaching job] was n o t easy to come by because of the num ber of years 
[I h ad  taugh t] a long w ith having  m y m aster's [degree]. (Vol. IV, p. 6)
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M ark's search for a job stretched into a second year. Then one Sunday
he received a phone  call from  a principal ask ing  if he w ou ld  be w illing to
com e for an in terv iew  on M onday. By T hursday  of tha t w eek, M ark h a d  been
hired  to teach m ath  for G rades 5-8 in  a sm all K-8 school w ith  125 studen ts.
M ark 's describes h is teaching approach:
I w as teaching using a Silver B urdett an d  G inn  textbook I taugh t from  
[earlier]. I w ou ld  go th ro u g h  the chapters an d  have the  students d o  the 
in troduction to  different concepts th a t w ere  in  the book and  m aybe a thing 
or tw o on the side, bu t m ostly  I used  th a t k ind  of approach. (Vol. IV, p. 6)
D ram atic C hange
O ne of M ark 's colleagues, the  Language A rts teacher for G rades 7 and  8,
approached M ark about a tten d in g  a class ta u g h t through the  V erm ont State
D epartm en t of E ducation called  "Problem  Solving and W riting." She h ad
signed up  for this week-long class b u t w as unable  to attend . Their school had
already paid  the tuition, and  she  though t M ark  w ould be in terested  in  the
problem -solving aspect of the  course because of his in terest and  expertise  in
m ath . M ark agreed  to go "ju st to  k ind  of b ru sh  u p  and do  som ething
different" (Vol. IV, p. 7). H e describes his experience:
[The class] w as being tau g h t by teachers . . . th a t came o u t of the classroom . 
. . .  I w alked in  and  here w ere  all these experiential th ings. They h ad  
m anipulatives to  w ork  w ith . [They had  poste rs like] I have  [on m y walls], 
listing Problem  Solving 1, Problem  Solving 2, Problem  Solving 3, an d  
Problem  Solving 4. Then C om m unication  1, C om m unication 2 a n d  3.
[The teacher] started  going  d o w n  th rough  . . . Problem  Solving 1. [She 
talked  about] looking a t app roach  and reasoning  and try ing  to get th e  
studen ts to u n d ers tan d  the  stra tegy  they 're  using, w hy  they 're  u sing  the  
strategy, w h a t they  do w ith  them , and  th en  having them  reason th a t 
th rough  and  explain  it. By W ednesday I looked  at [the teacher] an d  said , 
"This is just m ind  boggling. I 'm  k ind  of losing  it. I 'm  n o t sure if I can  
follow  all of it." She said, "H an g  in there w ith  it, I th ink  you 'll see it. It'll 
com e th rough  to  you." (Vol. IV, p. 7)
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By the end of the  week, M ark  felt th a t " th in g s were com ing around a
little b it"  (Vol. IV, p . 7). The instructo r encouraged M ark to call her about
questions he  m ay have about th is problem -solving approach. M ark  did keep
in  touch  w ith  her an d  another teacher w ho ta u g h t nearby a n d  found this
contact invaluable:
It w as tha t kind of netw ork ing  th a t proved to  be really crucial for me to 
m ain tain  w hat seem ed to be a really  d ifferent sty le of teaching  and 
instructing, b u t y e t i t  seem ed fascinating. . . . W e w ere all collaborating in 
finding ways th a t w e could d o  this. The collaboration he lped  because it 
w a sn 't m e just tak ing  tim e to  th ink  of p roblem s. We w ere p iggy backing 
off of each other. (Vol. IV, p . 7-8)
D uring  the fall after M ark 's sum m er class, h is instructo r contacted him  
abou t serving on an  assessm ent com m ittee for the  State of V erm ont. She was 
also on  th is com m ittee along w ith  seven o r e ig h t o ther teachers. Their 
assignm ent included designing an  assessm ent fo rm at to use, defining 
benchm arks for s tuden ts com pleting problem -solving tasks, a n d  developing a 
rubric  to  score studen ts ' work.
T hrough M ark 's  w ork  on  th is com m ittee, he becam e involved w ith 
O p p o rtu n ity  to Perform , sponsored  by  the V erm ont Institute of Science,
M ath, an d  Technology. O pportun ity  to  Perform  p rom oted  teachers teaching 
teachers how  to use a  problem -solving approach  in  the classroom  and how  to 
learn  in  new  ways. M ark  becam e an  instructor for O p p o rtu n ity  to Perform 
an d  tau g h t three o r fou r in stitu tes over several sum m ers. E ventually these 
institu tes w ere offered th rough  the  m ath  d ep artm en ts  of tw o  universities in  
V erm ont w hich m ean t tha t M ark  w orked w ith  the  professors, used  their 
facilities, and  had  them  as a resource. M ark recalls one professor admitting, 
"W e're  going to have to change o u r instruction  a t the  college level because of
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w h at's  happen ing  in  the schools" (Vol. IV, p . 8).
As M ark w as leaving V erm ont to assum e his cu rren t responsibilities, 
he an d  his com m ittee were pu ttin g  the final touches on th e ir assessm ent 
rubric for scoring students ' responses to open-ended m athem atics tasks. They 
also developed a m atrix  using the  N ational Council for Teachers of 
M athem atics (NCTM) Standards so both s tu d en ts  and teachers could keep a 
record of standards they are m eeting. This m atrix  is part o f a booklet which 
they also developed as a guide for teachers to  use.
It was ap p aren t to m e th a t M ark 's professional opportun ities in 
V erm ont were a source of g rea t satisfaction. In  his voice I heard  his delight a t 
being able to ne tw ork  w ith o ther educators. H e spoke w ith  p rid e  and 
excitem ent abou t the  academic results he saw  in  his m idd le  school students. 
D uring  this tim e h is com fort level w as stre tched  and a w hole  new  w orld of 
possibilities in teaching and learn ing  w ere opened.
W hat, I w ondered , p rom p ted  M ark to  leave V erm ont and  the w ork he 
so obviously enjoyed to m ove to M ichiana for his cu rren t position? M ark 
explained:
I w as at [a M ennonite school earlier in m y  career] and  I enjoyed being in 
one of our church  schools. . . . Ever since I started  this [problem -solving 
approach  in  Vermont] I though t, "W ow, th is is w hat o u r  church schools 
should  be doing . Learning in  cooperative g roups and w ork ing  together 
ju st reinforces o u r theology." T hat w as probably  one o f the  incentives in 
m y coming. (Vol. IV, p. 9)
M ark's Classroom  
A ppearance
The m idd le  school w here M ark teaches is  housed in  a large, dark- 
b row n building w hich  has been rem odeled  for active, energetic m iddle
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schoolers and  their teachers. A large w ood-shop area rem ains on  the first 
floor and  is used for b o th  m iddle and  h igh  school w oodw orking  classes. The 
m iddle school classroom s are on the second story and  are reached by a  lengthy 
climb up creaking, w ooden  stairs.
The students7 tab les and  chairs claim a significant area in  M ark 's 
classroom. Instead of ind iv idua l s tu d en t desks, there are  12 tables w ith  two 
chairs a t each table. A ro u n d  the w alls are a teacher's desk, tw o com puters, 
filing cabinets, shelves an d  crates for storing  m aterials and  s tu d en ts ' work, a 
spot for the overhead projector, and  an  unusually  large sink. Even w ithout 
students, the room  seem s full w ith  all of its furnishings.
H anging on the w alls are various item s typically considered p a rt of a 
school room . M ark has w h ite  boards w hich I have never seen to tally  em pty, 
there is a place for announcem ents and a school schedule beside one of the 
two classroom  doors, one bulletin  b oard  displays a calendar, and  the other 
bulletin board  says "W elcom e to a G reat Year" along w ith  various small 
inspirational posters. O th e r posters and  banners help  brighten  u p  w h a t could 
be a ra ther dark, d reary  room  w ith its dark-brow n paneling and  lim ited 
w indow  space. Though m y visits to  M ark 's classroom  spread  over the period 
of 6 m onths, w ith  the exception of a few  posters, the decor in  his classroom 
rem ained the  sam e.
Three separate d isp lays of posters and  banners in  M ark 's room  give 
clues as to w ha t k ind  o f teaching and  learning occurs in  his classroom . Two 
groups of d isplays p rocla im  that M ark  teaches m athem atics. There is a set of 
small com puter p rin to u ts  stating w ays of tackling problem  solving. O n the 
wall above the sink, M ark  has four handw ritten  posters m ade of poste r board.
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These posters rem in d  studen ts of M ark 's  rubric for problem  solving:
A pproach and  Reasoning, Connections, Solution, and  Com m unication. Each 
topic is also b roken  dow n  into th ree  o r four d ifferen t levels. A  th ird  display is 
a group of posters en titled  G roup Procedures: 1) Take responsibility  for 
oneself. 2) Be respectful of one ano ther. 3) Be w illing  to share and  be helpful.
4) Be certain th a t ev e ry o n e  in  the g ro u p  u n d e rs tan d s  all of the  group  work. 
(U nderlining on o rig inal poster.)
C urricu lum  and  Instruction
The d riv ing  force for M ark 's curriculum  a n d  instruction  stem s back to
his invo lvem ent w ith  the V erm ont State A ssessm ent C om m ittee and  the
O pportun ity  to Perform  program . The teachers he  w orked w ith  believed th a t
teachers need  to help  studen ts lea rn  by  their ow n thinking, n o t w ith  the
teachers' th inking . M ark  explained w h a t m otivates him:
I do n o t w an t to teach [students] the w ay I w as taught. I w an t to teach them  
the skills they  need  to take them  into  the next century. . . . The fact that 
they get engaged  in  the activities excites me. I th ink  th a t has helped me g e t 
m ore of a passion  for w ha t I do. The other th ing  tha t m otives m e is th a t I 
know  w h a t they  a re  processing, h o w  they are processing, and  w hat they are  
com ing u p  w ith . This is no t ju s t beneficial for m athem atics, b u t for o ther 
disciplines as w ell. They are m ore  a p t to th ink  abou t it, d raw  conclusions, 
and  ask  the  question  "W hat if?" T hat is a needed  com ponent in  our 
educational p rocess ra ther than  [having teachers] feed s tu d en ts  
inform ation for them  to regurg itate . It em pow ers them . . . . They are no t 
doing it for a g rade; it is a learn ing  experience. (Vol. IV, p . 56)
T hough M ark  has a textbook for his studen ts to  use, it is used  only 
sporadically. H e show ed  m e d ifferen t m aterials from  various states and 
com panies th a t he e ither uses o r w as considering for use. W hen I asked h im  
w hat criteria he em ploys in  choosing m aterials for h is classroom , he replied 
that he relies heav ily  on  the NCTM  curriculum  standards a n d  refers to the
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rubric  he helped  develop in  V erm ont.
It is im portan t to M ark  th a t he  have his curriculum  organized and 
w ritten  dow n. M ark likened  his w ritten  curriculum  to a hum an  skeleton.
Just as hum ans have the sam e basic skeleton, each year he follows the same 
basic outline for his classes. H ow ever, ju st as people look very different on 
the outside, so the w ay his curriculum  is "really played ou t [is] going to take 
d ifferent form s and  shapes" (Vol. IV, p. 101).
Since M ark  teaches bo th  seventh- and eighth-grade m ath, he is 
w ork ing  to ensure th a t his p rogram  fits in  w ith the scope and sequence of 
bo th  sixth-grade m ath  and  w ith  w h a t the high school m ath teachers are 
doing. M ark sees the h igh school m ath  teachers as hav ing  been very helpful 
in p rov id ing  in p u t for his curriculum .
M ark also looks to his p a s t studen ts when it comes to designing his 
curriculum . O ne day he to ld  his s tuden ts that he m et w ith  a g roup  of 
freshm en to get feedback from  them  concerning the m ath  they learned in 
eighth  grade. H e w anted  to know  w hat things they w ish  he w ould  have 
stressed m ore and  w hat th ings could be stressed less. M ark inform ed the 
e ighth  graders tha t the  freshm en believed one of the m ost beneficial things 
for them  w as w riting  daily  reflections on  their hom ew ork.
The fact th a t M ark 's curricu lum  is challenging quickly becam e apparen t 
to m e. T hough I do  n o t consider m yself an  accom plished m athem atician, I 
d id  well du ring  m y 4 years of h igh  school math, the m ath  I took as an 
underg raduate , and  in  m y statistics classes as a g raduate  student. Even so, 
there w ere tim es in  M ark 's class th a t I struggled to understand  the concepts 
his students w ere learning. M ark  w as careful to scaffold, or bu ild  on studen ts '
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prior know ledge, before presenting them  w ith problem -solving tasks. D uring 
this entire process, he alw ays asked the students to th in k  and  reason their w ay 
through the  concepts they  w ere learning. A typical response from  M ark w hen 
a studen t asked him  a question was, "W hat do you th ink?" (Vol. IV, p. 19) or 
"See if it  w orks" (Vol. IV, p . 47).
A sking questions is standard  procedure in M ark 's  classes. O ne time he 
asked the class to look  for sim ilarities and  differences in  equations they had 
graphed, telling them  to  set their ow n param eters for m aking the 
com parisons. After g iv ing  them  time to discuss th is assignm ent in  their 
groups, M ark  chose a nam e random ly and  asked a g ro u p  to share  their 
observations. W hen it becam e clear tha t this group h ad  not form ed any 
observations, M ark said , "Let m e d raw  some out of y o u "  (Vol. IV, p. 32) to the 
entire class. He then proceeded to ask a series of questions about their work: 
"W hat d id  you do to g rap h  this one? W hat kind of table did you use? How 
w ould you know  from  looking a t the equation th a t th ey  have the same y- 
intercept? W hat w ou ld  m ake these lines intercept?" (Vol. IV, p . 32).
N o t only d id  M ark  use this questioning stra tegy  w ith  the entire class, 
he also used  it w hen g roups or individuals were strugg ling  to understand  a 
concept o r task. M ark recognizes that his problem -solving approach  to 
m athem atics challenges students, bu t he said, "I th in k  it  is a challenge that is 
an asset to  them . It is helpful and  does no t distract from  their learning 
process" (Vol. IV, p. 57).
M ark  expects h is students to help each other out. H is classroom  is a 
place w here  i t  is safe to  think, to question, and to ad m it tha t one does not 
know an answ er. W hen Patti, a s tuden t w ith  learning disabilities, struggled to
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u n d ers tan d  a  com putational problem , Beth, another m em ber of her g roup , 
began b reak in g  the problem  dow n further a n d  further until Patti w as able to 
und ers tan d  h o w  to solve it. As I w atched the  process, I w as am azed a t Beth's 
com m itm ent to  helping Patti understand  the  problem  and  her expertise  in 
breaking  th e  problem  in to  pieces until Patti understood  w hat to do.
Since M ark  groups studen ts random ly, the possibility of hav ing
studen ts w h o  struggle m o st w ith  m ath  in  one  group is alw ays p resen t. W hen
this occurs, M ark  explained th a t he "stays close to tha t group, gives them
m ore help, a n d  tries to b rin g  them  along. In  m ost cases there is a lw ays
som eone in  a group w ho understands it a n d  can help the others a long" (Vol.
IV, p. 55). M ark  added,
I am  ju s t am azed as I w a lk  around  and  listen  to som e of them  ta lk ing  to 
studen ts w h o  . . .  strugg le  w ith  learning. I feel good th a t they are saying, 
"Do you  see this?" "D o you  understand  this?" "This is w hat I d id ."  . . . 
They are  getting  d ifferen t perspectives a n d  that is enriching. (Vol. IV, p.
55)
I w as im pressed w ith  the vocabulary I heard  studen ts using in  M ark 's 
classroom . T hey  used w ith  understand ing  w o rd s  and  phrases such as analyze, 
observations, extra input, intercept, parabola, functions, factor, quadratic , 
exponential, sym m etrical, m otaire, in d ep en d en t and  dependen t variables, 
Fibonacci's sequence, perm utations, and  Pascal's triangle. Once I d id  hear a 
few  stu d en ts  u se  the w ords "th ingy" and  "curvy" in connection w ith  the  
slope of the  equation  they  had  graphed  (Vol. IV, p. 34); how ever, th is w as the 
exception, n o t  the rule.
U sing m athem atical language is a p h rase  on M ark 's m ath  rubric  so I
asked h im  w h y  this is an  im p o rtan t aspect o f h is m ath  program . H e rep lied ,
It is p a r t  o f  students be ing  able to articu late  w hat they  are doing and  how  
they are  d o in g  it a t h ig h er levels of th ink ing . I w an t them  to use the
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appropria te  m athem atical language to coincide w ith  [their thinking] so 
they  are no t talk ing  abou t som e rather sophisticated, com plex concepts 
u sing  very basic language. This is an im portan t p a rt o f the  NCTM 
standards. Later o n  in  h igh  school and  college, it will be helpful for them  
to  have the language and  term inology th a t goes w ith  the  m ath  they are 
doing . (Vol. IV, p. 58)
I will now  describe w h a t occurs in M ark 's  classes.
R eflec tions
M ark begins each m ath  class by asking students to w rite  reflections on 
their hom ew ork. H e also shares the agenda for their tim e together, and  there 
is a m ixture of ind iv idual and  g ro u p  activities. As studen ts busily w ork on 
w riting  their reflections, M ark  w alks around  the room  an d  quietly  speaks 
w ith  ind iv idual s tuden ts.
After giving stu d en ts  a few  m inutes to reflect on  th e ir  hom ew ork, 
M ark  asked a s tu d en t to d raw  a nam e from  an  envelope. As the first studen t 
read  the nam e he had  draw n, I heard  a "Yeah!" and w as am azed  to observe 
th a t the  studen t w hose nam e w as called w as genuinely  eager to read w hat she 
had  w ritten . After the  first s tu d e n t finished read ing  her reflections, M ark 
asked  the class if som eone has w ritten  som ething  d ifferent they  w ant to 
share. A num ber of studen ts explained  how  the ir reflections differed, and  one 
s tu d e n t even included  an  exam ple  from  his hom ew ork.
Correcting Homework
The second activity  on M ark 's  agenda is to  m ove s tu d en ts  into groups 
to correct hom ew ork. To form  random  groups, M ark  asked  studen ts to draw  
th ree  nam es from  the envelope a n d  read them  for the class. These three 
stu d en ts  became g ro u p  m em bers for the day  an d  in  som e cases 2 days if their
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project lasted  m ore than  one class session. After identifying the  groups, 
studen ts arrange them selves around  the tables so that, for the m ost part, they 
are face-to-face in their groups.
The first thing students d id  in  g roups w as correct their hom ework. One 
s tu d en t in each group began read ing  his or her answ ers. Each individual was 
responsible for checking the accuracy of his o r her answ ers. If students 
d isagreed  over an answ er, they discussed the problem  in the group. Students 
w ho had  n o t understood the hom ew ork  or m issed a num ber of problems 
w ere im m ediately given explanations b y  their peers.
D uring  this tim e I again observed  M ark m oving around  the classroom, 
talk ing w ith  various groups, and help ing  studen ts resolve differences. One 
s tu d en t rem ained a t a table w orking by  herself. She explained to me that she 
had  no t com pleted her hom ew ork so she needed to w ork  on it w hile her 
g roup  m em bers corrected their w ork.
M ark dealt w ith the issue of giving credit of hom ew ork  completed in 
various w ays. Sometimes he asks studen ts to repo rt their g rades orally while 
he recorded  them . O ther times w hen  he had  several d ifferent assignm ents for 
studen ts to tu rn  in for his review, M ark asked them  to record points earned 
on the p ap e r itself.
General M ath
A fter correcting hom ew ork, the class next tu rn ed  to their learning 
activities for the day. T hough the concepts and  experiences varied, I noticed 
sim ilar th reads running  th rough  each class M ark p lanned  and  taught. 
Som etim es, w hen tim e m oved m ore quickly than  problem  solving, the class 
debriefed abou t w ork done the previous day. Each day  I observed, students
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w ere  given some type of open-ended  problem  to solve utilizing 
m athem atical, reasoning, and  com m unication skills. Som etim es these 
problem s w ere found in s tu d en ts7 textbooks and  other tim es they w ere  on 
papers M ark passed o u t in  class.
Debriefing is a tim e of repo rting  w h a t studen ts accom plished, 
ex tending  and refin ing the ir understand ing , m aking connections, an d  an  
o pportun ity  to share one7s perspective  on the problem -solving process. To get 
sta rted  on debriefing, M ark  asked  som eone to  d raw  a nam e from  his 
envelope and read h is or her explanation  of the w ork  com pleted. S tuden ts7 
perspectives are va lued  and  affirm ed.
Students7 w ork  d u ring  debriefing w as som etim es extended. O ne day  
M ark  asked students to de te rm ine  ways the trees in their problem  could  have 
been p lan ted  other than  in  the stair-step fashion illustrated thus far. In the ir 
g roups they w ere to d raw  a d iag ram  of their ideas including the vary ing  
heights of the trees. S tudents generated  and illustrated a w ide  variety  of 
answ ers to Mark7s question. T hey spoke eagerly and som eone said, "I have  a 
cool idea!77 (Vol. IV, p . 19) w hich  w as then shared  w ith the  class. A fter sharing  
a num ber of ideas, M ark  m oved  on  to the nex t class activity  he had  p lanned .
One day w hen I visited  M ark7s class, students w ere asked to determ ine
the  approxim ate ages of living trees. The follow ing excerpts are taken  from
the textbook, Interactive M athematics: Activities and Investigations (1995).
[A] m ethod of finding the age of a tree is to  m easure the circum ference of 
its tru n k  at a he igh t of 5 fee t above the g round . The m easure  of the  
circumference in  inches is a b o u t the sam e as the num ber of years in  its age. 
M ost trees in tem perate  reg ions add  an extra  inch to their circum ference 
each year. Some trees, like redw oods, firs, and  eucalyptuses grow  m ore 
than  th is in a year, w hile yew s, limes, and  horse chestnuts grow  less. Palm  
trees tend  to grow  taller w ith o u t the trunk7s grow ing any fatter.
•  A passage in  The Swiss Family Robinson reads as follows. "I gave Jack
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som e tw ine, and, scram bling up  one o f th e  curious open-air roots, he 
succeeded in  m easuring  ro u n d  the tru n k  itself, and m ade it o u t to be about 
eighteen yards." Calculate the approxim ate age of the  tree.
•  Find the  approxim ate  circum ference an d  diam eter of trees th a t w ere 
started in: the  year you w ere bom , 1900, 1776, and  1492.
•  W rite an  equation th a t you  could use  to determ ine the approxim ate age 
of a tree. Let the independen t variable rep resen t the tree's diam eter, given 
in feet.
•  Use your equation  to determ ine the ages of five trees in your 
neighborhood. M ake a chart that includes the type of tree, its 
circumference of d iam eter, an d  its age. (Foster e t al., 1995, p. 120)
Since this w as an in-class, group assignm ent, M ark asked studen ts to 
find the ages of tw o trees in  the school y a rd  instead of having them  calculate 
the ages of trees in their neighborhood. T here w as snow  on the g round  a t the 
tim e of this assignm ent, and  M ark had  shoveled  paths to these tw o trees for 
studen ts to w alk  on instead of asking them  to w ade through snow . A nother 
teacher was assisting M ark th a t day, and  she m onitored students' ou tside  
w ork  while M ark  rem ained  indoors.
M ark constantly  circulated am ong the  g roups of students as they 
tackled their assignm ent, encouraging them  to th ink  through the questions. 
H e m ade com m ents such as, "Think ab o u t the  independent and  dependen t 
variables to find the form ula." "Good question . Very good question." "W ell, 
w ha t do you think?" (Vol. IV, p . 19). A t one po in t M ark stopped the entire 
class because a num ber of the  groups w ere  struggling to  recall how  to find the 
circumference of a circle. H e rem inded them  of an  activity they h ad  done last 
year w hen they  m easured  lids to  find the  relationship  betw een the 
circumference an d  d iam eter of a circle. T he class was then  able to recall the 
form ula and  m ove on  w ith  the ir project.
As the period  d rew  to a close, M ark  w alked around  the room  to take
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stock of studen ts ' progress. H e m urm ured  com m ents to  various groups, 
"G ood job!" and  "Nice job!" (Vol. IV, p. 20). M ark then  com m ented to the 
en tire  class that they  had  not been  able to  accom plish all he  had  p lanned  for 
th a t period, b u t he w as pleased w ith  the w o rk  they had  done.
Students w ere  given the  follow ing hom ew ork  assignm ent:
The largest living thing on Earth is a sequoia tree nam ed  the General 
Sherm an, stand ing  274.9 feet tall, in  the  Sequoia N ational Park  in  
California. In  1989, the circumference of the  tree w as 82.3 feet a t 4.5 feet 
above the g round . A sequoia tree seed w eighs only 1 /  6,000 of an ounce. If a 
m atu re  sequoia tree weighs 1,300,000,000,000 tim es as m uch, how  m uch  
does the average m ature sequoia w eigh?
Extension: H ow  old w ould you p red ic t th a t the G eneral Sherm an is? 
(Foster e t al., 1995, p. 142)
M ark  added  these directions to studen ts ' hom ew ork, "Show  and  explain all 
y o u r w ork. W hat m athem atical concepts d id  you use to get the regular 
problem  and the extension?" (Vol. IV, p. 18).
Introduction to Algebra
The m ajority of m y observations in  M ark 's classroom  occurred du ring  
eigh th-grade m ath  class; how ever, w hen  I heard  th a t he teaches In troduction  
to A lgebra using  m anipulatives, I also w an ted  to see w ha t this class w as like. I 
w as su rprised  to  learn  that all e ighth  g raders take this course during  the 
second sem ester. M ark explained tha t he  uses the sam e problem -solving 
approach  w ith algebra as in the  regular m ath  classes. Since students are well- 
acquain ted  w ith  th is approach and  w ith  h is use  of m anipulatives, he does not 
th in k  th a t algebra should  be classified as u sing  higher-level m ath  skills. In  his 
experience w ith  this approach, studen ts w ith  a w ide range of academ ic 
abilities can understand  and use  algebraic concepts. H e then  to ld  me th a t Patti,
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a stu d en t w ith  learn ing  disabilities, com m ented to h e r m o ther tha t she is 
concerned because she can actually understand  algebra.
M any practices and  routines in  M ark's algebra classes are  the sam e as 
his general eighth-grade m ath  classes. H e began by  asking stu d en ts  to reflect 
on  their hom ew ork; they  checked their hom ew ork in  groups, addressed  
challenging problem s th a t studen ts struggled w ith, and  w ere  given algebraic 
problem s to solve.
D uring parts of tw o classes, I w atched students struggle w ith  and 
eventually  become successful in  finding  the perim eter of four figures. Each 
successive figure becam e m ore challenging. The first figure M ark  p u t on the 
overhead  looked like this:
M ark asked students to  find the perim eter, w hich they  quickly determ ined 
was 20 because there a re  five squares on each side.
The next figure M ark  flipped on  the overhead w as th is one:
S tudents w ere again asked  to find the perim eter of the figure. This task w as 
m ore challenging th an  the  previous one had  been, b u t I saw  the  sam e look  on  
studen ts ' faces I had  seen  before. They first looked stum ped , th en  thoughtfu l 
as they began talking w ith  group  m em bers about w h a t the  so lu tion  m igh t be. 
Instead of giving up  because they find a task challenging, these students try  
d ifferent w ays of answ ering  the question.
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A fter a b rief in terlude o f discussion, one g roup  reported  tha t the 
perim eter is 2y + 10 and  ano ther g ro u p  said they  go t 10 + y  + y. M ark 
acknow ledged th a t bo th  g roups w ere  correct b u t d id  no t explain why.
S tudents d id  n o t appear confused  an d  it appeared  to be com m on know ledge 
tha t one group  h ad  com bined like term s and  the o ther one h ad  not. M ark 
then asked s tuden ts to sim plify the  equation by  saying, "Is there another w ay 
to w rite  2y + 10?" (Vol. IV, p . 77). The groups eventually  responded  w ith  2(y +
5) in answ er to M ark 's  question.
The th ird  figure  M ark  p u t  on  the overhead  w as th is one:
~1
I found m yself w ondering  w h a t the  studen ts knew  tha t I d id  n o t w hich 
w ould  enable them  to find the  perim eter. M ark le t the s tuden ts  w ork  o n  this 
task w ithou t offering m uch assistance. After they  appeared  unsuccessful, he 
suggested they u se  their a lgebra  blocks to figure it  out. These m anipulatives 
are called Algebra Log Gear a n d  com e in  w hite m uslin  bags w ith  a d raw string  
top. S tudents go t th e ir blocks a n d  began  w orking  again.
O ne studen t, w ithou t hav in g  used  the blocks, asked M ark  if they had  
found the perim eter. M ark rep lied , "W hy d o n 't  you  get one of those [blocks] 
and show  me. It m ay  no t help  you , b u t it w ill h e lp  m e" (Vol. IV, p. 86). The 
s tu d en t started  explain ing  his th in k in g  using the  blocks. H e h ad  no t found  
the correct answ er so M ark k e p t ask ing  him  questions to gu ide  him  into 
figuring o u t for h im self w h a t th e  answ er was. S tuden ts eventually  found  the 
perim eter, 2y + 12. D uring  th e  class discussion of how  to find the perim eter,
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one group  com m ented, "That is n o t how  w e d id  it"  (Vol. IV, p . 86) though 
they  h ad  found the sam e answ er. M ark im m ediately  responded  with, 
"G ood!" (Vol. IV, p . 86), asked them  to explain their thinking, and  validated 
their efforts.
The fourth an d  final figure M ark gave to  studen ts w as this one:
Som e groups w ere able to quite  quickly find the  perim eter w hile  others w ho 
had  no t understood clearly how  to  find the th ird  figure strugg led  m uch m ore. 
In the end, however, they  w ere successful and  M ark gave them  a follow-up 
activity to do in their groups using  the algebra blocks.
D evo tions
Since M ark teaches at a C hristian  school, I w as not su rp rised  to see 
chapel as part of the  school's m aste r schedule. I w ould  have been  more 
su rp rised  to learn th a t no p a rt of the  day or w eek w as given to  som e type of 
religious activity. M ark  also has devotions w ith  the seventh an d  eighth 
g raders during their first class m eeting  of the day.
D uring one devotional tim e, M ark to ld  the class they w ould  be reading 
from  John, chap. 8. H e  had  a large Bible in  his hand  and  asked  for student 
volunteers to read  the  passage. A fter a  num ber of students ra ised  their hands, 
M ark  asked  another s tu d en t to d ra w  a nam e from  the envelope they use for 
random  calls during  m ath  class. H e w anted to  see if the nam e pulled 
random ly  m atched any  of the s tu d en ts  w ho vo lun teered  to read . Lori's nam e 
w as read , and since she was also a  volunteer M ark  gave her the Bible. Some
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of the other s tuden ts com m ented on the fact th a t Lori h ad  ju s t recently read 
the Scripture passage in class. M ark  com m ented tha t it is ju s t  "the luck of the 
d raw " that she w as chosen to read  again (Vol. IV, p. 71).
Lori began read ing  the designated verses, and  the o th e r  students sat 
quietly. Some of them  were doodling  on papers o r folders, b u t m ost of them  
just sat in  their chairs staring in to  space or a t som e object in  the room. It w as 
im possible to tell from  their behavior w hether o r not they  w ere listening to 
the Scripture read ing  or exactly w h a t was go ing  through th e ir  m inds.
M ark retrieved  the Bible after Lori com pleted the read ing , got ou t a pa ir 
of half-glasses, an d  picked up a devotional book. H e p o in ted  o u t the phrase 
"w hat if" in the Scripture passage and focused on it. He to ld  studen ts that one 
of the item s on the ir m ath rubric  which he uses to score th e ir  projects once 
had  the phrase "w h a t if" in it. A sking "w hat if," M ark p o in ted  out, leads to 
deeper, m ore though tfu l reflections. M ark then  stressed th e  im portance of 
no t only asking "w h a t if" in academ ic pursuits, b u t to also a sk  it in our 
personal lives: W hat if I go to the  party? W hat if there is d rin k in g  there? 
W hat if I follow th rough  on the teachings of Jesus Christ? M ark  indicated tha t 
this last question w as presented to  Jesus' disciples and still confronts people 
today. H e read from  the devotional book and  challenged s tu d en ts  to th ink 
carefully about w alk ing  like Jesus d id  in the ir interactions w ith  others.
The studen ts w ere then given an o ppo rtun ity  to com m en t on  the 
Scripture reading an d  M ark's comm ents, and  to share p ra y e r  requests or 
praises. N o studen ts chose to com m ent on M ark 's challenge, b u t m any of 
them  used  the nex t 15 m inutes to  share item s for prayer a n d / o r  praise. I 
heard  item s like p ray e r for the upcom ing m idd le  school p lay , p rayer for a
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cousin getting  m arried  next m onth , p rayer for a father w ho is traveling, 
praise th a t a studen t7s soccer team  d id  well over the weekend, praise th a t a 
stu d en t7s ankle is healed  and she n o  longer needs to use crutches, and  p ray e r 
for a sister w ho is b lind  and  w an ting  to find the  rig h t college to attend. M ark  
recorded  each of the  studen ts7 item s and occasionally asked questions to 
clarify w h a t w as said. H e also rem inded  studen ts to pray about an 
in ternational conflict in  Eastern E u rope  and the  refugees involved, especially  
the children. M ark then  prayed ab o u t each of the  item s studen ts had 
m entioned  to the class. After this in terlude  of focusing on sp iritual issues, the 
class resum ed  its u sua l routine of learn ing  ab o u t m athem atical concepts.
M ark  chooses devotional topics based o n  w h a t is happen ing  in  the 
classroom  and in the w orld  at large. A recent school shooting in  the U nited  
States p rom pted  M ark  to discuss issues w ith h is students related  to this 
tragedy. If the class m em bers are experiencing challenges in getting  along w ith  
each o ther, M ark m akes this a devotional topic.
C lassroom  M anagem ent
M y first im pression  of M ark  led  me to assum e that he is a m ild- 
m annered  person w ho  rarely  asserts himself. I w ondered  abou t his classroom  
m anagem ent style a n d  w ho actually  controls the  classroom, he o r his 
students. I also knew  th a t the m ajo rity  of M ark 's  students com e from  m idd le - 
class hom es w here church  a ttendance and partic ipation  are valued , and  th a t  
m any o f h is studen ts, no  m atter w h a t school th ey  attended, w ou ld  never be  
labeled a t-risk  studen ts . These s tu d en ts7 paren ts for the m ost p a r t  are 
involved  in  their ch ild ren 's  lives a n d  value education . I felt confident th a t 
the type  of and degree  of discipline problem s M ark  w ould face are m inim al
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com pared to a stereotypical m idd le  school in  the  U nited States.
M ark 's success in m anag ing  his classroom  is built on  the relationships 
he  cultivates w ith  h is studen ts . Since he teaches in  a small m idd le  school, he 
know s m ost of the  studen ts an d  their paren ts well. Some of them  attend the 
sam e church he does, are invo lved  in a y o u th  g roup  he helps lead, and the 
m ajority of them  are  p a rt of th e  larger M ennonite  com m unity  surround ing  
the  school w hich has fam ily ties, church connections, and sp iritual bonds 
ingrained  into the  very  fabric o f the  com m unity. Though M ark  d id  not g row  
u p  in  this com m unity  or even  in  the M ennonite church, he has become an  
accepted p a rt of it  th rough  h is personal beliefs and  involvem ent in the 
school. It is in th is context th a t M ark both  m eets and  develops relationships 
w ith  his students.
Expected behavior is actively taught a t the beginning of each school 
year. While talk ing w ith  studen ts , M ark stum bles over his ow n  feet. He 
ignores it and continues w ith  the  discussion. H e stum bles again  and again, 
b u t  each tim e he p re tends to  ignore  his clum siness and  the studen ts  follow 
his lead. Finally, he  trips over h is  ow n feet ye t again, bu t th is tim e he chooses 
to laugh  about it and  the s tu d en ts  respond b y  laughing  w ith  him . He then 
uses this exam ple to  drive hom e to students the difference betw een laughing 
a t and  w ith others. It is im p o rtan t to him th a t they  learn to take  cues from  
each other and never laugh  un less the person  w ho m ade a faux pas leads the 
w ay  by  laughing a t  him  o r herself.
M ark expects his s tu d en ts  to  learn how  to  w o rk  w ith  o thers 
successfully regard less of personal likes and  dislikes. A t the beginning of the 
year he and his s tuden ts  sp en d  tim e talking ab o u t the  reason m ost em ployees
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lose their jobs. S tudents often suggest reasons such as "people are 
incom petent, they do n o t like w hat they  are doing, and  they miss a lo t of 
w ork" (Vol. IV, p. 55). M ark, however, tells them  th a t "the num ber one 
reason  people  get p ink  slips is because of their inability to w ork  w ith 
cow orkers . . . and  [stresses the] need to learn how  to w ork w ith one another" 
(Vol. IV, p. 55). Because of this, M ark chooses to u se  random  groups in his 
classroom . If there are studen ts who are  no t getting along for w hatever 
reason, M ark  tells them , "W e are in  a job. You have an assignm ent. You need 
to p u t  all th a t stuff beh ind  you and leave it outside the classroom. M ake the 
best of it"  (Vol. IV, p. 55).
A nother issue related  to group w o rk  that M ark  addresses a t the 
beg inn ing  of the school year is the im portance of m aking sure tha t every 
s tu d en t in  the  group understands w hat the  group is doing. He sets the stage by 
sending  one studen t o u t of the room on  an errand. W hile he or she is gone, 
M ark  presen ts inform ation to the rest o f the class. A fter the studen t returns 
from  the e rrand , M ark  asks students if everyone understands the inform ation 
he covered while the s tu d en t was absent. He stresses tha t it is essential for 
everyone to  understand  this inform ation, and if they  do not, they need to let 
him  know . A t this po in t the student sen t on the e rran d  will usually  raise his 
or h e r h an d  adm itting a  lack of understanding . M ark  then uses this as a 
sp ringboard  to stress the  need for all g ro u p  m em bers to be knowledgeable of 
w h a t the  group  is doing. They are responsible for each other.
A n essential e lem ent in  M ark 's classroom  m anagem ent is em pow ering 
studen ts. H e does this by  frequently g iv ing  them  choices and taking seriously 
their though ts and  in p u t in  his classes. Though it is n o t always easy for him
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to give up  control, M ark believes
[students] are  co-participants. It is not th a t I am em pow ering  them  b y  w ho 
I am or w h a t I am. It is because of w ho they are. I m odel [giving up  
con tro l].. . .  It is im p o rtan t to  give [students] ow nersh ip . If students have 
an unders tand ing  th a t they  have a p a rt in  [the classroom ], it is easier to 
discipline th an  if it is seen  as som ething I hand  do w n . (Vol. IV, p. 61)
M ark 's s tuden ts are rea l m iddle schoolers and as su ch  will on occasion 
challenge h im  o r choose to be less than cooperative. O ne d ay  in the m id s t of a 
challenging algebra lesson, I sudden ly  heard  M ark say, "[Rick] and [Jim], th is is 
w here it becom es very  critical. M aybe you understand  it a n d  can explain it  to 
the rest of us. C an you explain  it  to us?" (Vol. IV, p. 86). The tw o boys 
acknow ledged th a t they d id  n o t understand  the concept a n d  could no t explain  
it to the class; M ark  then m oved  on as though  no th ing  o u t  o f the o rd in a ry  
had  happened.
M ark 's deep  respect for h is students is re tu rned  to  h im . His s tu d en ts  
spoke of their respect for him  an d  appreciation of the w a y  he treats them .
They poin ted  o u t to m e th a t they  like him  because he is personable; in te rested  
in their lives, n o t ju st in how  th ey  are doing academ ically; he lives his 
personal beliefs in  the classroom ; and he even takes tim e to do  things like 
going to a recreation  center w ith  them  outside of school hours.
D ealing W ith T ragedy
All lives a re  touched b y  pa in  and heartb reak  a t som e tim e, and  M ark 's  
students are n o  different. D u rin g  one of m y visits, M ark  w arn ed  me th a t he 
had  to tell h is s tu d en ts  abou t a  death  in  the school fam ily, a w om an w hose  
daughter w as in  the high school connected to the m idd le  school. M any o f the 
students and  faculty  knew  th is  w om an well. She had  been  active in the
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M ennonite church, hav ing  been  a pastor and  a t the tim e of h e r death  held an 
office a t the conference level.
M ark  started  by telling the students that this w as no t an easy 
announcem ent for h im  to m ake; his voice w as quiet, b u t steady  as he spoke. 
A fter telling studen ts of the death , a few of them  gasped, then  silence 
pervaded  the room  follow ed by  a few students7 tears. M ark  rem inded  them  
how  they h ad  p rayed  for the w om an and her fam ily th a t very  m orning, and 
though  they  d id  n o t realize i t  then, it w as close to the tim e she died. H e then 
asked the studen ts if they  w ou ld  like to take som e tim e to p ray  about the 
situation . Im m ediately  one s tu d en t said, "Yes." The entire  class then  m oved 
in to  a circle and joined hands as M ark prayed  aloud. A fter p rayer a few  of the 
studen ts  w ere  crying and  g iving each other hugs. I realized th a t these students 
n o t only su p p o rt each o ther academ ically, b u t also em otionally.
M ark 's S tudents
In M ark 's classroom , I w as m uch m ore of a partic ipan t observer (Yin, 
1994) th an  in  the o ther classroom s I visited. M ark encouraged me to help  in 
the  classroom  by answ ering  s tu d en ts ' questions. W hen I to ld  him  of m y fear 
th a t I w ou ld  no t be able to he lp  students because of m y lack of m athem atical 
background , he to ld  m e to ju s t ask  questions. This allow ed m e to in te rac t 
w ith  the  studen ts d u rin g  m y visits.
I w as su rp rised  w ith  the  s tuden ts ' polite m anners. Their seem ingly 
sm all gestu res he lped  m ake m e feel valued in  their school com m unity . This 
ranged  from  ho ld ing  the  door open for me w hen  I a rrived  to excusing 
them selves w hen they  w alked  in  front of me. I w as slightly  am used w hen  I 
accidentally tripped  over the legs of one studen t's  chair. H e h ad  been leaning
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fo rw ard  so the legs stuck o u t farther th an  I expected. H e im m ediately 
apologized an d  told me he tho u g h t he h a d  go tten  over the hab it of leaning
forw ard  in  his chair.
In a b rief conversation I had  w ith  som e students, they talked abou t the 
fact tha t M ark 's classes are challenging. T hey said M ark "stretches" them  and 
m akes them  th in k  (Vol. IV, p . 85). O ne s tu d e n t m entioned th a t she likes the 
w ay he expects them  to find answ ers to the ir ow n questions because it  m akes 
her feel good w hen  she is able to solve a  problem .
S tudents ' objective w as no t m erely  to find an answ er, bu t to 
understand  concepts. One day  a g roup  o f studen ts was try ing  to sim plify this
quadratic  equation: 2n^ + 2n + 6 . 1 recognized  im m ediately that they could
factor ou t the 2, b u t struggled to com m unicate it to the students. T hough I 
helped  them  find  the correct answ er, they  appeared  unsettled because they d id  
no t understand  w h a t happened w hen w e sim plified the equation. Later I 
noticed M ark conversing w ith  this g roup , using  m anipulatives. They w ere 
attem pting  to sim plify the sam e equation  using  algebra blocks, and this is 
w hat I saw:
M ark  asked s tuden ts w hat each term  h a d  in  common. The studen ts 
responded  by indicating the tw o sm aller squares. M ark asked them  to divide 
each term  by the  tw o squares, using  ru le rs  for parentheses, and  pencils for the 
add ition  sign. S tudents ended up  w ith  this:
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s ( °  + D +s°)
As I left the group , I noticed the students w ere  sm iling and  nodd ing  because 
they understood h o w  to sim plify the equation. Their body  language expressed 
a sense of relief because they understood w h a t happened  to the equation 
w hen  they sim plified  it.
Beliefs
I struggled to iden tify  specific beliefs em erging  in M ark 's professional 
and  personal life because I kep t coming back to  one belief from  w hich it 
appeared  that all the  others stem m ed: His com m itm ent to  living ou t his 
religious beliefs. The m ore I understood  w h a t he identifies as core religious 
beliefs, the m ore I realized  how  integrated these  beliefs are  to  his very being. 
This personal in teg ra tio n  is one of M ark's uniquenesses an d  is p a rt of m aking 
him  Real. I am  choosing  to discuss M ark's com m itm ent to  liv ing  o u t his faith 
as one of five sep ara te  beliefs though  it is foundational to the  o ther beliefs. 
O ther beliefs I w a n t to  discuss are  valuing o thers, com passion for others, 
com m unity, and  p rep a rin g  studen ts for the fu ture.
The other issu e  I w ant to address in connection w ith  m y  efforts to 
articulate M ark 's beliefs is m y ow n experience in  the M ennonite church. I was 
raised  in  a M ennonite  church, and  I am  fam iliar w ith  the  tenets of 
M ennonite theology. M ark  personally  ad o p ted  a  M ennonite theology before 
joining a M ennonite church, and  I, though  I w as tau g h t th is theology, have 
since left the M ennon ite  church. It has been a num ber of years since I have 
been p a rt of a  M ennonite  church, so while I w as fam iliar w ith  M ark 's
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religious beliefs, o u r journeys an d  experiences differ greatly . M y past 
experiences, how ever, p rov ided  an  understand ing  of th e  un ique  aspects of 
M ennonite theology to w hich M ark  referred .
Living M y Faith
From  m y first to m y las t conversation w ith  M ark, he frequently 
referred  to h is faith  o r religious beliefs. As I learned  m ore abou t the core 
beliefs w hich com pose his faith, I discovered tha t M ark  does n o t m erely talk 
a b o u t his faith, b u t he  is in tentionally  and  thoughtfu lly  living ou t his faith. It 
com poses the very  core of w ho he is and  is in tegrated  in to  the fabric of his 
en tire  life, includ ing  his educational philosophy.
W hen M ark  began going  th ro u g h  the  change process in  Vermont, he 
rem em bers th inking , "W ow, th is is w h a t o u r church schools should  be doing. 
. . .  It just k ind  of reinforces o u r theology. I though t [using this approach in  a 
M ennonite school] w ould be g rea t"  (Vol. IV, p. 9). It w as a  difficult decision 
for M ark to leave his position in  Verm ont; how ever, h is desire to again teach 
in  a M ennonite school pu lled  him  to the M ichiana area. T hough the m ove 
m ean t loss o f p restige  as an educato r and  a low er salary, M ark chose to teach 
in  a school w hose religious beliefs m irro r his.
I asked M ark  how  m uch  of his teaching  ph ilosophy  is influenced b y  his
relig ious affiliation. W ithout hesita tion  he replied ,
I th ink  it  para lle ls closely. The A nabaptist, M ennonite  understand ing  of 
com m unity, sh a red  responsibilities, an d  valu ing  everyone equally is very  
m uch  a p a r t  of w ho I am. The process of problem -solving an d  using a 
varie ty  o f strateg ies to app roach  situations brings together teaching and  m y 
faith. This com es o u t of be ing  a M ennonite. (Vol. IV, pp . 61-62)
The capacity  to  change an d  take risks M ark a ttribu tes to his faith. W hen
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I asked him  if he considers h im self a risk taker, M ark replied,
[I am] a cautious risk  taker. M y dad is n o t a risk  taker. I th ink  that m y faith 
has enabled m e to take risks. [I] do som e things not know ing how  they 're  
going to tu rn  out, b u t I k n o w  God is w ith  me. I d o n 't th ink  I w ould have 
done that w ithou t m y faith  in  God. . . .  I w ould  probably have been m ore 
like m y dad, getting in to  a  routine and  going w ith that. . . .  I like w hen 
things are predictable. T aking  risks is no t easy for me. (Vol. IV, p. 100)
M ark sought to live o u t his faith no t only  in the classroom , b u t also in 
his relationship w ith  m e. H is repeated  encouragem ent th a t I becom e a 
participant observer in  his classroom  told  m e he valued m y inpu t in  his 
classroom com m unity. I sensed  his efforts to m ake me, an outsider, feel p a rt 
of this com m unity of learners th rough  rem inding  the studen ts of m y nam e 
and involving m e in  the class routines. M ark also asked for m y in p u t in the 
organization of his curriculum , which gave m e an  opportun ity  to share in  his 
responsibilities.
Valuing O thers
M ark's religious beliefs m otivate him  to value hum an  beings highly. 
This is seen in his convictions th a t he could no longer be p a r t  of the m ilitary 
lest he be forced to take som eone 's life. W hen considering the  issue of 
w hether or not he could kill som eone, M ark recalls thinking, "Am  I m y 
b rother's keeper? W e're b ro thers and  sisters in  the w orld" (Vol. IV, p. 62). 
M ark concluded th a t he v a lu ed  his brothers and  sisters too m uch to take their 
lives and  ended his career w ith  the m ilitary.
Valuing hum an  beings is lived o u t in  M ark 's classroom  by both  
him self and  his students. This begins w ith  M ark; he m odels it and  teaches his 
studen ts to value each o ther. The very structure  of M ark 's classroom  shouts 
the m essage that s tuden ts ' ideas and  inpu t are  valued. Beginning each m ath
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class w ith  students w riting  and verbally sharing  reflections on their 
hom ew ork dem onstrates the im portance of indiv idual th o u g h ts  and ideas. 
M ark repeatedly gives students an opportun ity  to express the ir own unique 
w ays of solving a g iven problem.
M ark valued an d  encouraged studen ts ' questions a n d  believed in their 
abilities to solve difficult problems. He creates a classroom  w here students 
feel safe to ask questions w hen they do n o t understand  concepts. Instead of 
quickly answ ering studen ts ' questions, M ark asks studen ts to use their skills 
and reasoning abilities in  order to answ er their ow n questions. This was 
always done in a tone of voice which expressed confidence in  students' 
abilities in  finding answ ers. M ark sought to challenge his students, bu t along 
w ith these challenges came provisions for success.
O ne of M ark's G roup Procedures in his classroom  is "Be respectful of 
one another" (Vol. IV, p. 16). M ark consistently m odels th is  for his studen ts 
by the respect he show s them. One day he in terrup ted  a s tu d e n t who w as 
speaking and  im m ediately apologized for his action. W hen M ark and his 
students discussed w ays to solve problem s, he responded  positively w hen 
som eone had  a un ique  idea and  acknow ledged tim es s tu d e n ts ' m ethods w ere 
new  to his thinking.
P art of valuing his students is celebrating their successes, and students 
have learned to celebrate their ow n and o thers ' success. M ark  asked students 
to share observations w ith  the class about a series of equations they had 
graphed. They w ere first to discuss these observations w ith  group m em bers 
then share them  w ith  the rest of the class. O ne m ale s tu d e n t w as the 
spokesperson for his group  and  stated th a t all the  equations w ere in the sam e
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q uad ran t and  w ere positive. His tone of voice and  the hesitation w ith  w hich  
he spoke gave aw ay  the uncertainty he felt about his answ er. W hen M ark 
com m ended the g ro u p  for their insightfulness, the m ale tu rned  to one of the  
female g roup  m em bers an d  they gave each other a high-five.
C om passion for O thers
Valuing ind iv idua ls logically leads to show ing com passion for o thers, 
and  this is another belief M ark holds and  lives. O ne of M ark 's students, Patti, 
faces bo th  physical a n d  academ ic challenges. It is M ark 's policy th a t s tuden ts 
who have not com pleted  their hom ew ork  are responsible to com plete it 
alone w hile the rest check their w ork  in  groups. I noticed Patti w orking  on  
hom ew ork one day  w hile  o ther s tuden ts  w ere correcting theirs; how ever, she 
soon joined her assigned  group. W hen I asked her abou t it, she explained th a t 
M ark to ld  her she cou ld  join the g roup  even though  they had  n o t yet 
com pleted grading the  hom ew ork. This allow ed the group  to w o rk  w ith  Patti 
and explain the concepts to her. T hough M ark has policies w hich he follows, 
he does m ake exceptions to  rules w hen  it is in  s tuden ts ' best interest.
M ark 's gentle w ay  of telling studen ts about the death  of another 
student7s m other im pressed  me greatly. He recognized tha t it w ou ld  be 
difficult for some of the  studen ts to hear this new s and  gave them  time to 
process the inform ation before they h a d  to leave for their next class. The 
entire class pulled to g e th er and show ed com passion to each o ther th rough  
their p rayers and b y  em bracing those students w ho w ere closest to  the fam ily.
M ark 's studen ts share  p rayer requests w ith  h im  and  their classmates. 
This can become a len g th y  process, b u t M ark show s his in terest and  concern 
about each request by  recording them  and  then actually p ray ing  about each
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one specifically. Som e of the requests appear alm ost trivial to adults, b u t M ark 
responded  to each request w ith  the same level of interest.
C o m m u n ity
M odeling an d  teaching  students to va lue  each o ther and  show ing 
com passion are essential to creating  a sense o f com m unity w ith in  the 
classroom . M ark actively teaches his studen ts the im portance of ensuring  tha t 
all g roup  m em bers, o r a sm all segm ent of the  classroom  com m unity, 
un ders tand  w hat the  g roup  is doing. S tudents have learned this lesson well. I 
heard  them  asking each o ther if they understood  w hat the g roup  was doing  
and  explaining concepts to  each  o ther until everyone felt com fortable w ith  
the  direction in  w hich  the g ro u p  w as m oving.
Though M ark  is the  lead er in his classroom  com m unity, he is n o t a
dictator; he is a fellow  traveler. I noticed h im  constantly  giving control to
studen ts in  his classroom . W hen I asked him  abou t this practice, he replied,
W hen I th ink  of education , i t  is about em pow ering  the  students as co­
participants. . . .  S tudents n eed  to be stretched; they need  to expand their 
intellectual abilities. I t 's  th ro u g h  their em pow erm ent, th rough  their 
processing of ideas and  concepts that learn ing  takes p la c e .. . .  It's also a 
good  m odel for them  to k n o w  tha t there isn 't  any one indiv idual w ho has 
all the answers. As a teacher I d o n 't know  everything, b u t together w e can 
find w ha t w e need  to  learn . (Vol. IV, p . 61)
H elping o thers an d  be ing  w illing to  be helped  is an  essential
characteristic of M ark 's life an d  is crucial to creating a com m unity. W hen
M ark looked a t his ow n  life, h e  observed,
I cannot give enough  cred it to  the people th a t have helped  me. As I look 
back, that's  been m y life. I 'v e  received a lo t o f help  from  others. I know  
people talk  abou t pu lling  yourse lf up  by y o u r ow n bootstraps and  those 
k inds of things. Yes, w e do  need  to have som e of that, b u t w e also need  
o ther people w ho stan d  alongside of us. I 'v e  experienced that. (Vol. IV, 98)
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M ark comes alongside his students an d  helps them  grow  in a safe 
com m unity  of learners, he stretches them  to keep them  from becom ing 
stagnan t and  com placent, bu t all th is is done w ith in  the context of a 
com m unity  com m itted to the success of all its  m em bers.
Preparing S tudents for the  Future
A  num ber o f tim es in  o u r conversations, M ark m entioned his goal to  
adequate ly  prepare students for the ir future, to  be successful w herever life 
m ay lead  them. P art of this em phasis on s tu d en ts ' fu ture involves not only 
the academ ic, intellectual part of studen ts ' lives, b u t also addresses other 
aspects of students ' being. M ark keeps one eye on  w hat students need in the 
fu tu re  w hile in tegrating  these skills into th e ir cu rren t lives.
O ne of the m otivating factors for M ark 's problem -solving approach to 
m ath  is w anting "to teach [students] the skills they  need to take them  into the 
next century" (Vol. IV, p. 56). H e w ants his s tu d en ts  to feel confident in their 
reasoning  abilities, to be problem  solvers, an d  to  be able to w ork 
independen tly  or in  collaborative settings. It is im portan t to M ark  that his 
s tuden ts are w illing to  look to o thers w hen th ey  need  help and realize the 
pow er of synergy. M ark 's entire classroom  struc tu re  and m odus operandi no t 
only su p p o rt this belief bu t also develop these skills and  attitudes in studen ts ' 
lives.
M ark 's concern for his s tu d en ts ' sp iritual and  em otional grow th and 
p rep ara tio n  for the fu tu re  perm eates all he does and is. W hen m aking p lans 
for the  devotions he has w ith studen ts, M ark  looks a t current issues students 
are dealing  w ith  an d  discusses them . These topics are  no t just for students' 
im m ediate needs, b u t  are chosen based  on w h a t M ark hopes they  will becom e
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in the  fu tu re . H e constantly  seeks to view  studen ts in  th e  fu tu re  tense:
I alw ays th in k  about w here  [my students] will be, n o t  w h ere  they are. I 
have to th in k  that th a t's  w h a t [my] six th-grade teacher th o u g h t about me. 
She probab ly  thought, th is  is n o t w ho I am , w here I am , i t  is w here I am  
going  to  be. T hat's how  I try  to view students. (Vol. IV, p . 98)
S tuden ts ' cu rren t situations, skills, an d  know ledge a re  b o u n d  together 
w ith th e ir fu tu re  needs in M ark 's  classroom. M ark's goal o f p reparing  
studen ts for the  nex t cen tu ry  does not m ake him  blind  to  th e ir cu rren t needs; 
he uses the  im m ediate  as a  m eans to the end  of develop ing  s tu d en ts  prepared  
to face an  uncertain  future.
S u m m a ry
M ark  sum m arized  h is  life for me in  o u r last in te rv iew . A fter creating 
his life m ap  an d  explaining various events, he said, " I t 's  those  k inds of 
experiences th a t have laid i t  o u t  for me th a t m y  life is to  be a life of giving. I 
think th a t 's  w h a t has helped  m e get to w here I am" (Vol. IV, p. 97). M ark 
gives unselfish ly  and  hu m b ly  to  those a ro u n d  him, h is s tu d en ts , his 
colleagues, h is church, and  h is  family.
W hile g iv ing  to o thers and  becom ing p a rt of th e ir  lives, M ark searches
for w ays to learn  from  them . M ark  said,
T here are th ings I need  to  learn. The peop le  who have  expertise  . . . are the 
ones I w an t to learn  from . It becomes reciprocal. I am  n o t an  island unto 
m yself. L earning  and teach ing  and do ing  [this] w ith  im p o rtan t help from  
o thers only ad d s to the excellence of it. (Vol. IV, p. 60)
M ark 's  studen ts are a n  im portan t p a r t  of his lea rn in g  an d  grow ing. 
Because they  are  different each  year, he is challenged to  s tre tch  him self to 
m eet the ir needs. M ark is constan tly  seeking w ays to b e tte r  ta ilo r his 
curricu lum  an d  instructional strategies to w h a t his s tu d e n ts  tell h im  they
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need. H e observed, "I think the studen ts a re  really  the ones th a t initiate som e
of [m y curricu lar changes] too, the  questions they  ask, the th ings they w an t to
do" (Vol. IV, p. 101). These keep M ark  from  grow ing stagnant. A  lack of
g row th  to  M ark  signals an indication th a t re tirem en t is on  the  horizon,
I w a n t to stay  in  teaching as long  as [im provem ent] can continue. W hen I 
beg in  to feel everything I've done, I 'm  do ing  over again an d  there isn 't 
any th ing  be tter to do, then it's  probably  tim e to  retire. (Vol. IV, p. 101)
M ark 's m in istry  to his studen ts g row s o u t of a life th a t has been 
m in istered  to by  others. He has g row n  th ro u g h  the unselfish service of o thers 
and  his goal is to pass on w hat he has freely received in hopes th a t his 
studen ts will continue the cycle by  living a life of m inistry by  g iv ing  to the 
w orld  a ro u n d  them .
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CHAPTER 7
CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS
By this time his coat had zoom . . . thin and threadbare from hugging. . . .  He 
thought of those long sunlit hours in the garden—hozo happy they zvere—and a 
great sadness came over him .. . . Then a strange thing happened. ..  .
"I am the nursery magic Fairy," [the visitorJ said. "I take care of all the 
playthings that the children have loved. When they are old and zoom out and 
the children don't need them any more, then I come and turn them into Real."
"Wasn't I Real before?" asked the little Rabbit.
"You zoere Real to the Boy," the Fairy said, "because he loved you. Nozo you 
shall be Real to every one."
Margery Williams, The Velveteen Rabbit 
In troduc tion
As the Rabbit w as Real to the Boy w ho knew  him , so the participants in 
m y study  are Real to  m e. T hroughout chapters 3-6, I have  chronicled their 
journeys tow ard  becom ing Real. The question concerning sim ilarities in  their 
stories rem ains, and  looking  for them es is the purpose  of this chapter.
I first refer to the  theoretical fram ew ork in troduced  in chapter 1. Then I 
present o ther them es w hich  em erged outside of the existing fram ew ork. I also 
discuss selected lite ra tu re  an d  data collected through sem i-structured 
interview s w ith  principals used as key  inform ants in  selecting participants.
Cross-Case Analysis Using Theoretical Framezvork 
B uild  R elationships W ith S tuden ts 
Van Hoose an d  S trahan (1988) w rite that "security, support, an d  success
196
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
197
m ay be the greatest needs faced in  the m iddle g ra d e s . . . .  [Young adolescents] 
are fragile, perhaps m ore fragile than  a t any  o th er tim e in  their lives" (p. 26). 
M iddle school teachers have a w ondrous o p p o rtu n ity  as they re la te  to 
studen ts in  their classes to provide them  w ith  security  and suppo rt. In m any 
m iddle  schools, special tim e is set aside in  the  schedule  for s tu d en ts  to m eet 
in sm all g roups w ith  one advisor. Teachers, how ever, do  not need  to w ait for 
designated  advisory tim es to reach o u t to s tu d en ts  and  address their 
em otional needs.
Turning Points suggests tha t "close, tru stin g  relationships w ith  adults 
. . . create a climate for personal g row th" w hich m idd le  schoolers need du ring  
this complex, often confusing tim e of life (C arnegie Council, 1989, p. 37). 
Sim ilar sentim ents are  expressed in This We Believe w hen it calls for 
"m iddle  level educators [who] are advocates for . . . young  adolescents" 
(NMSA, 1995, p. 13) and  who "prov ide  ongoing assistance to help  students 
successfully negotiate early  adolescence" (NMSA, 1995, p. 31). Effective m iddle 
school teachers foster nurtu ring  relationships w ith  their students.
R elationships w ith  m iddle schoolers sh o u ld  n o t be lim ited to the 
classroom . D orm an (1995) suggests th a t positive relationships w ith  students 
are fostered by  inform al contact betw een studen ts  an d  teachers outside the 
classroom  setting  and  by  cooperative learn ing  activ ities inside the  classroom. 
In  a case stu d y  of a teacher's interactions w ith  studen ts , Mills (1997) found 
th a t Suzan, a  six th-grade science teacher, created  a caring environm ent in  her 
classroom  b y  teaching students to w ork  together, sharing  stories o f her 
personal life, encouraging students to  talk  abou t th e ir concerns, a ttend ing  
their sports activities, an d  eating lunch  w ith  them .
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The structure an d  program s of the m iddle  schools w here  Debbie, Jack, 
Renae, and  M ark teach vary . Both D ebbie and Jack have studen ts assigned to 
them  for separate adv isory  periods w hile Renae an d  M ark h ave  studen ts 
assigned to their hom eroom . In spite  of term inology or studen ts  especially 
assigned to them , all fou r of these teachers spoke of the need an d  desire to 
relate to studen ts on a personal level. They saw  students as m ore  than  young 
people in  need  of know ledge; they recognized th a t students a re  w hole persons 
and  so u g h t to  build relationships w ith  them . A n im portan t p a r t  of their role 
as teachers included he lp ing  studen ts deal w ith  issues outside o f the w ritten  
curriculum . Table 2 no tes com m ents th e  four teachers partic ipating  in my 
study  m ade  about bu ild ing  relationships w ith  students.
D eliver a S tudent-C entered  C urriculum
A student-cen tered  curriculum  is "based o n  the personal needs and 
in terests of students as w ell as the  social needs evolving from  th e ir  everyday 
activities" (H unt et al., 1998, p. 114). This type of curriculum  o ften  includes 
subject a rea  and  skills in tegration  an d  service opportunities, a n d  allow s 
studen ts to have in p u t in  the curricu lum  and  m ake  decisions ab o u t their 
learn ing  experiences. For young adolescents, the curriculum  m u st be 
"personally  and  socially relevant [and] in teresting" (H unt e t al., 1998, p . 116).
M ark 's principal spoke specifically about the  curriculum  u se d  by 
effective m idd le  school teachers. H e contends th a t teachers need  to  know  
their s tu d en ts  well en o u g h  to recognize w hich s tuden ts  need to  be  pu lled  into 
the learn ing  activities a n d  w hen a change in  activities is needed- These 
teachers know  and love the ir content areas in  w h a t he called a "creative 
sense" (Vol. V, p. 14). H e explained th is by  saying  th a t teachers n eed  to draw
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Table 2
Build Relationships W ith Students
Debbie Jack R enae M ark
It's im portant. . .  
for a teacher to 
show interest [in 
kids] beyond the 
classroom. Vol. I, p. 
75
[It's important] to 
reach out and find 
out what's going on 
and talk to them. 




is a really 
important part of 
teaching. Vol. I, p. 
91
Kids need to know 
that you are a 
people person. Vol. 
II, p. 65
I . . .  sit dow n and 
say, "Okay, what 
is our problem 
here? W hy is this 
occurring? How can 
we overcome it?" 
Vol. II, p. 62
Teaching is a 
relationship. You 
have to have 
something to teach, 
but you have to 
build relationships 
with kids. Vol. II,
p. 61
I want them to feel 
that they can come 
to me with 
emotional things, 
w ith spiritual 
things, with 
academic things 
because I care about 
all parts of them. 
Vol. LH, p. 55
They feel safe 
enough to let me 
know . . .  if they're 
hurting. Vol. in, p. 
51
I need to take time 
to listen to each 
one. Vol. m , p. 152
My interest in 
students goes well 
beyond the 
academic. Vol. IV, 
p. 94
It's the friendships 
that I try to 
emphasize with  
students. I'm not 
their buddy, but I'm 
their friend. Vol. 
IV, p. 99
interesting aspects o u t of their content areas and  connect these  to m iddle 
schoolers in w ays th a t arouse the ir curiosity. O nce studen ts are curious and 
involved w ith  the  content, teachers also need  to look for w ays to stretch 
studen ts ' u n d e rs tan d in g  and  know ledge.
Teachers are  encouraged to  consult s tuden ts in  de term in ing  
curriculum  (NM SA, 1995). Chock-Eng (1995) u tilized in terv iew s, focus 
groups, observation, an d  a survey  to explore seventh  g rad e rs ' perceptions 
regard ing  school and  classroom  experiences w hich they believed  im proved 
and  increased their learning. Participants in this study  ind icated  that learning 
is enhanced w h en  their ow n in terests and questions are u sed  in  curriculum
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developm ent. It is im portan t to  note that this suggestion comes from  young  
adolescents and  n o t from researchers or m iddle  school educators.
Content stud ied  in the classroom  should  be relevant to s tu d en ts7 lives 
(Carnegie Council, 1989). S tudents need to be involved in "activities th a t help 
them  understand  them selves an d  the w orld  around  them " (NMSA, 1995, p. 
21). The academ ic content shou ld  help studen ts "integrate their develop ing  
capabilities, interests, and relationships into a sense of w ho they are"
(Dorman, 1995, p. 40). In an observational study , H endershott (1997) identifies 
utilizing a curriculum  relevant to  students7 experiences and in terests as a 
developm entally appropriate  stra tegy  of effective m iddle school teachers. 
These teachers connected studen ts7 learning experiences to real-w orld  
situations w hich gave m eaning to their learning.
The four teachers who participated  in m y study loved their con ten t 
areas, b u t they used  the subjects they taught as a means of teaching s tu d en ts  
other skills necessary to be successful in life. W oven th roughou t the ir 
curriculum  w ere life skills and  connections to the  real w orld  ou tside  o f the 
classroom. S tudents w ere encouraged to m ake decisions about their learn ing  
and investigate their interests. Table 3 displays quotes from the four 
participants concerning their v iew s of curriculum .
Practice S tudent-C entered Instruction  
Just as the curriculum  for m iddle schoolers needs to be stu d en t- 
centered, so effective m iddle school teachers u tilize teaching and  lea rn ing  
strategies w hich are student-centered. Young adolescents7 developm ental 
characteristics p rov ide  the foundation  for choosing instructional strateg ies, 
and teachers need  to utilize a v ast repertoire of teaching and learn ing
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Table 3
Deliver a Student-Centered Curriculum
Debbie Jack R enae M ark
It's . . .  important to 
do science, to see 
things, do labs, 
talk, and
experience [science] 
. . .  if you want the 
kids to understand 
the curriculum.
Vol. I, p. 36
[I want kids] to be 
excited about 
learning new  
things, to see what 
they are really 
capable of, [to take] 
responsibility for 
their own . . .  
learning. Vol. I, p. 
41
It's not so much the 
science I'm teaching 
as it is . . .  getting 
along well with  
others, interacting, 
cooperating; the 
basic life skills. 
Vol. I, p. 40
I feel a big 
responsibility to 
want kids to love
science__and want
to . . .  pursue 
science. Vol. I, p. 37
The purpose is 
testing [students'] 
value system ,. . .  
belief system, and 
how  well [they] can 
support what 
[they] say. I like 
that as opposed to 
[finding] the right 
answer. Vol. n, p. 
107
I try to empower 
kids. Vol. II, p. 33
I w ant them to use 
[these techniques] 
on their own. It is 
not going to work if 
m y classroom is the 
only time they use 
them. Vol. H, p. 103
I want them to be 
ready to go out the 
door and become 
members of society. 
Vol. n, p. 115
I w ant them to . . .  
see how  things 
they do in school 
. . .  flow  over into 
real life. Vol. II, p. 
58
If they experience 
i t . . . ,  [theyl make 
the connection. 
They're going to . . .  
understand it and 
be able to apply it 
somewhere else. 
Vol. ID, p. 38
We wrote the grant 
for the [integrated] 
m ath/science . . .  
project. . .  to 
compare water 
quality . . .  and 
environmental 
influences [to see] 
whether it's a good  
or bad place to live. 
Vol. in , p. 61




are people w ho  
have careers 
drawing things all 
day long. Vol. HI, 
p. 113
I want to teach 
them the skills 
they need to take 
them into the next 
century. Vol. IV, p. 
56
These things . . .  
[are] not real easy 
kinds o f [problems] 
and are ones that 
we w ould have in a 
real world kind of 
situation. Vol. IV,
pp. 10-11
They need to be 
stretched, they 
need to expand 
their intellectual 
abilities. [This 
occurs] through. . .  
empowerment [and] 
through . . .  
processing. Vol. IV,
p. 61
[Problem solving] is 




how they approach 
situations. Vol. IV, 
p. 56
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strategies to accom m odate s tu d en ts ' needs (NMSA, 1995; Smith, 1992). 
B runkhorst (1989) found  th a t m idd le  school science s tu d en ts ' learning is 
enhanced w hen  their teachers u se  a variety  of instructional strategies w hich 
com plem ent y o u n g  adolescent developm ent.
In choosing teaching m ethods, a p rim ary  goal is to  involve young  
adolescents in  "active, engaged thinking" (Carnegie Council, 1989, p. 43). In 
o rd er to realize this goal, s tuden ts  need to be actively involved in their 
learning, partic ipate  in  hands-on  activities, be allow ed to m ake choices, 
discover new  approaches to solving problem s, w ork  in  sm all groups, and  
utilize learn ing  centers (Carnegie Council, 1989; Chock-Eng, 1995; D orm an, 
1995; Eccles, 1993; H endershott, 1997; NMSA, 1995; Spector & Gibson, 1989). 
These approaches m ean  that teachers see their role in  a d ifferent light; they 
are  no longer d ispensers of know ledge, b u t "facilitators th rough  w hich young  
people construct know ledge" (Carnegie Council, 1989, p. 43).
In bo th  the C arnegie C ouncil's Turning Points (1989) and  NM SA's This 
W e Believe (1995), teachers are encouraged to use cooperative learning.
W hen teachers u tilize  cooperative learning, studen ts have  the  opportun ity  to 
w o rk  together for the  success of all and develop positive  relationships w ith  
peers. C ooperative learn ing  prom otes cooperation am ong  studen ts rather 
th an  the com petition often  fostered  by tracking or hom ogeneous ability 
g roup ing  (Carnegie Council, 1989; Dorm an, 1995). A s tu d y  of sixth and 
seventh  g raders involved  in  heterogeneous cooperative g roups found  tha t 
s tu d en ts ' reg a rd  for each o ther increased, they  enjoyed receiving help from  
classmates, and  they  felt they learned  m ore w hen  w ork ing  in  groups (Farivar, 
1992).
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D uring  the m ajority o f m y visits to Debbie's, Jack's, Renae's, and  M ark's 
classrooms, studen ts w ere b u sy  w orking in pairs or small groups. Tim es of 
whole-class activities w ere m arked  by  the teachers including all studen ts as 
m uch as possible. S tudents w ere  frequently m oving around  the room , 
learning activities w ere constantly  changing, and I observed steady stream s of 
interpersonal dialogue am ong  studen ts concerning the educational topics at 
hand. I saw  studen ts busily engaged in  learning, no t operating as passive 
observers. Table 4 is a com pilation of the four participants ' com m ents about 
their instructional beliefs an d  practices.
U nderstand  and  Enjoy M iddle Schoolers
Teaching m iddle schoolers is challenging and  requires individuals 
w ho find young adolescents enjoyable and who are dedicated to teaching 
them  (Dorm an, 1995). A ccording to Moss (1969), one of the problem s w ith  the 
original jun ior h igh  school m ovem ent was th a t m any teachers saw  their 
teaching assignm ent as tem porary , which resulted in a lack of deep 
com m itm ent to teaching this age group. In 1974, Baldwin discussed the need 
for specially tra ined  teachers if the m iddle school m ovem ent w as to be 
successful. He envisioned th is as an  ongoing process, allow ing teachers to 
develop a com m itm ent to m eeting  the needs of the m iddle  schoolers in  their 
classrooms. B aldw in's perspective is reiterated by John Lounsbury, a respected 
leader in  the m iddle school m ovem ent. He states that success of the m iddle 
school m ovem ent is "as d ep en d en t upon  teachers' a ttitudes and  approaches 
as upon  their technical skills an d  know ledge" (Lounsbury, 1996, p. 3).
This We Believe (NMSA, 1995) d tes one of the characteristics of 
developm entally responsive m idd le  schools as educators com m itted to young




D e b b ie Jack R e n a e M ark
I got a lot of 
information that I 
shared with the 
kids and a lot of 
hands-on science 
that I was able to 
bring into the 
classroom. Vol. I, p. 
31
I think it is . . .  
important to do 
science and to see 
things and do labs. 
Vol. I, p. 36
It's not so much the 
science I'm teaching 
as it is being happy 
at sch oo l.. . .  I 
think that being 
happy at school 
and . . .  enjoying 
learning is . . .  
paramount to 
success. Vol. I, p. 40
I've alw ays been a 
[teacher] w ho likes 
kids grouped for 
interaction. Vol. II, 
p. 35
I look at kids and 
see w hat they're 
capable o f doing.
__So m any kids
come to sch oo l. . .  
[and] they never 
once [make] a 
decision about 
anything. . . . 
Therefore w hen I 
give a writing 
assignment, there 
are always four or 
five choices. Vol. 
n, p. 34
Our discussion was 
not as focused as it 
could have been, 
but that is okay 
because Jessie made 
her points and they 
were validated. 
Vol. H, p. 108
I had to learn how  
to give them  the 
freedom to work in 
a group. Vol. HI, p. 
55
There are som e kids 
th a t. .  . can't read 
a book and follow  
the pattern. So 
w hy teach that 
way? Vol. HI, p. 37
I found out there 
were a lot o f kids 
. . .  that. . .  needed  
to touch something. 
Vol. Ill, p. 159
They have to be 
doing something. 
Vol. HI, p. 55
[Students] need to 
find [their] 
strengths. [They] 
need to be aware of 
[their] weaknesses 
so that [they] can 
work through 
them. Vol. HI, p.
153
[Problem-solving] is 
a needed component 
in our educational 







[Students] are co- 
participants. Vol. 
IV, p. 61
I stress the fact 
that w e need to 
learn how to work 
w ith one another. 
Vol. IV, p. 55
A problem-solving 
approach allows 
students to use their 
own thinking and 
learning styles.
Vol. IV, p. 11
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adolescents. A survey d istribu ted  to m em bers of the NM SA concerning 
characteristics of m iddle school teachers indicates that the  m ost effective 
m iddle  school teachers are com m itted to w ork ing  w ith  y o u n g  adolescents 
(Steer, 1984). A study utilizing long-term  classroom  observations, interview s, 
and  inform al interactions w as conducted  by  Mills (1997) a n d  a classroom 
teacher to investigate effective teachers of young  adolescents. Mills discovered 
tha t teaching the w ay this teacher tau g h t requires "incredible resources of 
time, energy, and  m aterials" and  "g rea t investm ent of pe rsonal tim e" (p. 38). 
She concludes that this g reat personal com m itm ent im plies th a t m iddle 
school teachers enjoy and value teaching a t th is level.
N o t only  is com m itm ent to m iddle  schoolers a crucial ingredient, b u t 
genuine enthusiasm  and a desire to teach these studen ts are  also needed. The 
Turning Points (Carnegie Council, 1989) rep o rt lam ents th a t m any m iddle 
school teachers dislike their w ork  or question their ability to  adequately  teach 
these studen ts. It then states tha t the success of m iddle school education is 
dependen t on  teachers w ho no t only understand , b u t also " find  the m iddle 
grade school a rew arding place to w ork" (p. 58). This We Believe calls for 
educators w ho  m ake a "conscious choice to w ork  w ith y o u n g  adolescents" 
and  enjoy being  w ith them  (NMSA, 1995, p . 13).
A longitudinal study, conducted collaboratively by  researchers and  
classroom  teachers, sought to determ ine the  characteristics of exem plary 
m idd le  school teachers. S tudents w ere g iven  th ree  evaluation  instrum ents, 
and  the ir science teachers com pleted tw o  questionnaires d u rin g  2 consecutive 
years. R esults indicate that studen ts ' know ledge of science im proved  w hen  
their teachers were enthusiastic abou t w ork ing  w ith  m idd le  schoolers
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(Brunkhorst, 1989). A n enthusiastic attitude p rom p ts teachers to design 
appropria te  learning experiences for m iddle schoolers.
The m iddle school years are a time of trem endous grow th  and  change 
in  young  adolescents' lives physically, em otionally, socially, intellectually, 
and  m orally. An u n ders tand ing  and know ledge of these changes and their 
im plications for teaching  and learning are crucial for effectively teaching 
these students. It is also im portan t to rem em ber th a t w hile  developm ental 
changes are often discussed as separate categories, young  adolescents are 
w hole persons and  the  physical, emotional, social, in tellectual, and m oral 
aspects of their being im pact each other. M aturation in one category does not 
necessarily indicate m atu ra tion  in  the other categories (Carnegie Council, 
1989); they are "inexorably in tertw ined" (NMSA, 1995, p. 6).
Grow th and  change do no t occur in a vacuum , b u t the home, school, 
and  com m unity env ironm ents in  which young  adolescents find them selves 
also im pact their developm ent (Dorman, 1995). Young adolescents' teachers 
can p lay  a crucial ro le  in help ing  them  understand  these changes, deal w ith 
their emotional and  social im plications, and  m ake sense of this bew ildering 
period  in  their lives (Carnegie Council, 1989; M erenbloom , 1991; M ueller, 
1994; NMSA, 1995; V an H oose & Strahan, 1988).
In  the sem i-structured  interview s I conducted d u rin g  the first phase of 
m y da ta  collection, the  principals m ade several com m ents w hich indicate tha t 
effective m iddle school teachers thoroughly u n d e rs tan d  th e ir students. In 
m ost instances they  linked  this understand ing  of m idd le  schoolers w ith  an 
ability to also relate to  the  students effectively. They believe teachers need  
theoretical know ledge of their students, bu t then  they  also need  to be able to
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utilize this in  w ha t Elbaz (1983) calls teachers' practical know ledge. This 
allows teachers to draw  from  theory and  p u t it into practice.
A ccording to the principals I in terview ed, effective m iddle school 
teachers genuinely  w ant to  teach m iddle schoolers. These teachers are 
concerned ab o u t and  like being  w ith  their students. This desire to be  w ith  
m iddle schoolers also includes the ability to  w ork  w ith  them . Teachers' 
com m itm ent to  studen ts ex tends outside the  school se tting  into s tu d en ts ' 
ex tracurricu lar activities. The entire sphere  of studen ts ' lives becom es the 
concern of effective m idd le  school teachers.
Debbie, Jack, Renae, an d  M ark as ve te ran  m iddle school teachers 
understand  the ir s tuden ts w ell and  thorough ly  enjoy being w ith them . They 
are com m itted to m iddle schoolers and  have  chosen to teach a t th is level 
because they  find  it rew ard ing  and challenging. Table 5 records som e of their 
com m ents concerning th e ir studen ts and  decision to teach m iddle schoolers.
C onnect W ith  Fam ilies an d  C om m unity  
As th e ir children g ro w  older, m any paren ts find them selves becom ing 
less involved in  their education . This is un fo rtunate  since paren tal 
involvem ent is beneficial for studen ts ' achievem ent and  positive a ttitu d es 
tow ard  school (Carnegie Council, 1989; NMSA, 1995). M iddle school 
represents a n ew  stage in  th e ir children 's lives, and paren ts m ay find  the 
schools' s truc tu re  unfam iliar as well as feel bew ildered by  the changes their 
children experience as y o u n g  adolescents. Effective m idd le  school teachers 
keep p aren ts  inform ed o f s tu d en ts ' progress, encourage parental involvem ent 
in  the classroom , and  estab lish  lines of com m unication w ith  parents.
The la rg er com m unity  contains a w ealth  of services and  resources
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Table 5
Understand and Enjoy M iddle Schoolers
Debbie Jack R enae Mark
I think by seventh 
hour when you are 
12 years old and 
you've been going 
through the day,
you are tired___
You are kind of 
overw helm ed.. . .  
You have a lot of 
things on your 
mind. Vol. I, p. 33
[They] are Just so 
full of energy.. . .  
There are so many 
things they don't 
know and yet 
they're ready to 
learn .. . .  It's just a 
. . .  fun, energetic,. .  
. quirky,. . .  weird 
group to work with. 
Vol. I, p. 28
You have to be so 
tolerant.. . .
They're bouncing 
off the walls and 
. . . can hardly 
contain themselves. 
Their little bodies 
are just everywhere 
and [their stuff is] 
all over the floor. 
Vol. I, p. 28
I just really enjoy 
the age group. Vol. 
I, p. 28
M y kids know I 
drive an h ou r . . .  
here and an hour 
hom e [everyday]. 
W hy do I do it? I 
guess I really like 
w hat I do. Vol. II, 
p. 37
[Kids] struggle 
everyday. . . . They 
struggle. . .  just 
like I struggle.. . .  
W e are all 
struggling people. 
Vol. H, p. 40
I spent six months 
subbing in sixth 
g ra d e .. . .  I 
absolutely loved it. 
. . .  The age group 
was perfect.. . .  I 
actually found 
som ething that I 
loved. Vol. II, p. 38
I think for a lot of 
these kids, clutter 
is their middle 
name. Vol. II, p. 58
These kids are only  
12 years old and 




If you don't give 
[middle schoolers] 
social [time], 
they'll take it so 
it's built in. Vol.
ID, p. 55
I try to engage  
[them] under three 
minutes. They've 
. . .  helped me learn 
that. Vol. in , p. 55
I found out there 
were a lot of kids 
. . . that reaUy 
needed to touch 
something. Vol. HI, 
p. 159
Everything I do has 
the kids as the 
ultimate focus. Vol. 
ED, p. 150
I feel kind of 
protective about 
[middle schoolers] 
because I think  
they're a really 
misunderstood 
anim al.. . .  I just 
like to defend them  
and help them  to 
frame them selves 
in the best possible 
ways. Vol. HI, pp. 
56-57
If students have an 
understanding that 
they have a part in 
[the classroom], it 
is easier to 
discipline than if it 
is seen as something 
I hand down. Vol. 
IV, p. 61
A s a teacher I have 
feet of clay. . . .  I 
don't know 
everything, but 
together we can 
find what w e need 
to learn. Vol. IV, p. 
61
I think when 
there's rapport 
w ith students, 
there's mutual 
respect. Vol. IV, p. 
61
I always think 
about where [my 
students] will be, 
not of where they 
are. Vol. IV, p. 98
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which m idd le  school teachers can utilize in en rich ing  the educational 
experience o f their studen ts. M iddle schoolers benefit from  volunteering  in 
the com m unity  a t organizations such as soup k itchens, senior citizen centers, 
child care centers, and  parks (Carnegie Council, 1989). Establishing 
partnersh ips w ith  com m unity businesses and social service organizations 
allow m idd le  schoolers to  broaden their educational experiences to include 
the real w o rld  w hile also giving of them selves to these organizations 
(NMSA, 1995).
Six o f the  eight principals involved  in m y s tu d y  m entioned that 
effective m idd le  school teachers com m unicate w ell w ith  the schools' 
stakeholders. T hough bo th  Turning Points (Carnegie Council, 1989) and  This 
We Believe (NMSA, 1995) m ention th a t m iddle schools need to w ork  at 
build ing s tro n g  relationships w ith paren ts and com m unities, I w as su rp rised  
by the strong  em phasis principals placed on this characteristic. They used 
phrases such  as "liked" (Vol. V, p. 35), "w ell-respected" (Vol. V, p. 29), and 
have "good rap p o rt"  (Vol. V, p. 25) w hen  describing teachers' relationships 
w ith  stakeholders.
As I observed an d  listened to the  four partic ipan ts in  m y study, I 
noticed them  repeated ly  m aintaining com m unication w ith  stu d en ts ' p aren ts 
and  involvem ent in  the  com m unities. W hen I a ttem p ted  to create a w ord  
table, how ever, I was unab le  to find m any  quotes regard ing  this them e. H ad  I 
no t set aside the  theoretical fram ework, I w ould  have  asked specific questions 
regard ing  p aren ta l an d  com m unity involvem ent. M y conclusions in  this 
section are based  strictly on  observations and in form al conversations instead  
of direct quo tes from  the  participants.
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In both  D ebbie's and  Renae's classrooms, parents w ere frequent 
visitors, often unannounced. D uring m y after-school visits w ith  these two 
teachers, it w as n o t unusual to  be in terrup ted  by a parent. W hile I seldom saw  
parents during  m y visits w ith  Jack and M ark, both  of them  regu larly  spoke of 
conversations they had  w ith  students ' parents. Debbie and  M ark  spoke of 
personal relationships they have developed w ith  som e of th e ir  students ' 
parents. A num ber of Renae's students a ttend  the church w hich  sponsors her 
school. This places her in  frequent contact w ith  studen ts ' fam ilies in  a social 
setting. Jack lives an hour's  drive  from his school com m unity w hich reduces 
the am ount of social contact he has w ith  studen ts ' families.
Debbie, Jack, Renae, and  M ark also involved their s tu d en ts  in  the 
com m unity. Debbie regularly  turned to butcher shops for d o n a ted  specim ens 
to use du ring  dissection activities, and the entire sixth grade sp e n t time w ith 
different businesses and organizations in the com m unity, vo lun teering  their 
time and  learning about w orking there. A local Rotary Club sponsors an essay 
contest w hich Jack has his students enter each year. Renae w orks w ith the 
Society of Professional Engineers' M ath C ounts p rogram  w hich  som e of her 
students en ter yearly  and regularly involves her students in  service 
opportun ities in  the com m unity. A yearly  fund raiser for R enae 's school 
allows businesses to donate goods or services to benefit the school. M ark's 
students had  an  opportun ity  to give of them selves to the w o rld  com m unity 
by collecting supplies to m ake refugee kits for persons d isp laced  by  a conflict 
in  Eastern Europe.
Create a Positive C lassroom  Clim ate
This We Believe describes a positive school climate w h ich  is applicable
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to any g iven  dassroom :
The d im a te  . . .  is safe, inviting, and  caring; it p rom otes a sense of 
com m unity  and  encourages learning. . . . Relationships are  param oun t, 
and  all ind iv iduals are trea ted  w ith  d ign ity  and  respect. S tuden ts and  
adu lts  recognize and accept one ano ther's  differences; curiosity , creativity, 
and  diversity  are  celebrated. Issues of gender and  equity  are add ressed  with 
sensitiv ity  and  fairness. The d im a te  encourages positive risk-tak ing , 
initiative, and  the build ing of substantive relationships. (NM SA, 1995, pp. 
18-19)
A  classroom  w ith a positive clim ate is one w here studen ts feel accepted 
an d  w here  they w an t to be. Debbie, Jack, Renae, and  M ark all created  this type 
of classroom  for their students. Table 6 reflects som e of their ideas abou t their 
s tuden ts  an d  classroom .
D uring  m y interview s w ith  p rin d p a ls , they addressed  the classroom  
a tm osphere  created by effective m iddle school teachers. To m y su rp rise , the 
m ost frequently  m entioned aspect related  to  the d isd p lin e  of s tu d en ts . The 
p rin d p a ls  indicated  that effective teachers establish clear, b u t reasonable  and 
app rop ria te  expectations for m iddle  schoolers and  are consisten t in  holding 
studen ts  accountable for m eeting these expectations. It w as also im p o rtan t to 
these p r in d p a ls  th a t m iddle school teachers have the  ability to re la te  to 
m iddle  schoolers, establish rap p o rt w ith  them , and  are serious ab o u t 
academ ics and  genuinely care about students. One p rin d p a l ind icated  tha t an 
ability to rela te  to m iddle schoolers is m ore im portan t than  teachers ' 
academ ic train ing . O ne observation m ade by  a p rin d p a l sum m arizes the 
a tm osphere  established by effective m idd le  school teachers: An 
"env ironm en t th a t allows studen ts to succeed" (Vol. V, p. 32). T h a t is tru ly  a 
positive d assro o m  d im ate.
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Table 6
Create a Positive Classroom Climate
Debbie Jack Renae M ark
The m ost important 
gift I can give them 
is . . .  the gift of 
enjoying school and 
wanting to be here. 
Vol. I, p. 41
I think it's so  
important to have 
them feel like 
school is a safe, fun, 
enjoyable place. 
Vol. I, p. 40
I . . .  try to give  
them a lot of 
positive strokes 
and . . .  build them  
up. Vol. I, p. 39
I am always 
interacting w ith  
kids. Vol. I, p. 36
When you touch a 
life, it's really 
important to do it 
in a positive way. 
Vol. I, p. 91
The kids like to 
come up and [write 
their sentences on  
the board]. It's part 
of feeling safe in 
the environment. 
Vol. n, p. 101
I . . .  like to give 
kids a second 
chance. Vol. II, p.
62
Kids can
appreciate the fact 
that they really 
are responsible for 
each other 





may be. Vol. II, p. 
34
Teaching is a 
relationship. Vol.
n, p. 61
Each child I see is a 
creation of God. 
Each child is 
valuable and loved  
and special. Vol.
IE, p. 42
Everyone of them  
has something 
different to offer 
and a different 
strength. Vol. HI, 
p. 56
You're there to 
protect each other. 
You're there to 
support You are 
there to bring out 
the best in each 
other, and you're 
able to relax . .  . 
without feeling 
that you're going to 
get judged or 
criticized. Vol. HI, 
p. 153
I stress the fact 
that we need to 
learn how to work 
with one another. 
Vol. IV, p. 55
I think it is 




I'm trying to get 
them more 
comfortable with  
[thinking] it's okay 
to be different, to 
try something 
different. Vol. IV, 
p. 56
The students are 
really the ones 
that initiate som e  
of [my curriculum 
changes by] the 
questions they ask 
[and] the things 
they want to do. 
Vol. IV, p. 101
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Sum m ary of Theoretical Fram ew ork 
Though I w as convinced prior to conducting the cross-case analysis for 
m y  research s tu d y  that the four participating teachers w ere  indeed effective 
m iddle school teachers, being able to use their ow n w ords and  visually seeing 
how  their com m ents and  practices coincide w ith  the ideas found in Turning  
P oints  and This We Believe w as reassuring. Even though the four teachers 
often used different w ords concerning their beliefs, have different 
personalities, an d  appear un ique on the surface, they ho ld  consistent ideas 
abou t m iddle schoolers and  how  they should  be taught.
Other Themes From the Cross-Case Analysis 
N ot only do I see m y study  supporting  ideas presen ted  in  Turning 
P oints  and This We Believe, b u t I discovered other them es as I im m ersed 
m yself in the da ta  I had  collected. These three themes, receptiv ity  to grow th, 
treasured  relationships, and  living in tertw ined  professional and  personal 
lives, reflect the  participants ' view s tow ard  life. Though I am  choosing to 
b reak  them  dow n  into three characteristics, they are in terw oven  and im pact 
each other.
Receptive to  G row th 
In an article describing teachers w ho will be successful in  the 21st 
century, M alone and  Tulbert (1996) discuss "centered teachers" (p. 46). A m ong 
the  qualities of centered teachers is the ability to change as students, schools, 
an d  the teaching profession change. "They participate in  continuous self- 
im provem ent, a re  willing to  b reak  ou t of the com fort zone in  o rder to m ake 
needed changes" (Malone & Tulbert, 1996, p . 46). C entered teachers'
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com m itm ent to life-long learn ing  a llow s them  to  renew  them selves, w hich 
in tu rn  allows them  to perform  m ore effectively in  bo th  professional and 
personal arenas.
Sim ilar th o u g h ts  are  expressed  by  Senge (1990) w h en  he uses the 
phrase  personal m astery  to describe a characteristic achieved through "the 
discipline of personal g row th  and learn ing" w hich  includes every area of life, 
bo th  personal an d  professional (p. 141). Senge (1990) goes on  to describe 
ind iv idua ls w ith  h ig h  personal m astery: "T hey feel connected to others and  
to life i ts e lf .. .  . [They] live in  a continual learn ing  m ode [and] never ‘'a rriv e /. . 
. Personal m astery  is n o t som ething you  possess. It is a process. It is a lifelong 
discipline" (p. 142). These people are  aw are  o f areas in w hich grow th is 
needed.
The concepts of centered teachers and  personal m astery  were eviden t 
in all fou r of the teachers w ho partic ipa ted  in  m y study. Instead of using 
either of these tw o phrases, I prefer calling th is characteristic receptivity to 
g row th .
I see both sim ilarities and  differences as I look a t Table 7, which records 
partic ipan ts ' com m ents abou t learn ing  and  change tha t have  occurred in the 
course of their careers. Debbie and Renae indicate  that they  learned how  to 
teach m idd le  schoolers effectively from  their studen ts; Debbie and Jack talk  
abou t once hav ing  been curricu lum - ra th e r th an  student-centered  and M ark 's 
story  o f change cen ters a ro u n d  a w orkshop  he  a ttended  a n d  the various 
com m ittee ap p o in tm en ts  he held  w hile  teach ing  in  V erm ont.
All four partic ipan ts spoke of the  im portance  of relationships as p a rt of 
their g ro w th  process. Debbie spoke of the  "fellow  m entoring  type of teachers




Debbie Jack R enae Mark
I've learned a lot 
about kids over the 
years.. . .  If kids 
like you, they
respect you a n d __
want to please you. 
. . .  I didn't really 
care if they liked 
me or [not]. I was 
trying to teach . . .  
the curriculum and 
wasn't extremely 
compassionate.
Vol. I, p. 38
[As] opportunities 
present themselves, 
I'm generally one to 
say, "Oh, I'll try 
that and see how it 
goes." . . .  I love to 
try new  things. Vol. 
I, p. 31
I guess the biggest 
difference. . .  
would not be the 
physical, it would  
be the attitudinal.
I think I was more 
curriculum driven.
__I knew  kids
were important, but 
there was a 
curriculum they just 
had to have or 
they w ould die 
because nobody else 
would give it to 
them. . . .  I was the 
teacher, I was in 
charge, and I pretty 
much charged 
around the room 
doing that! Vol. II, 
p. 33
I was trying to use a 
lower grade 
teaching strategy  
which didn't work. 
Vol. ffl, p. 53
They've just kind of 
helped me learn 
that as I've gone  
through. They  
teach you if you're 
willing to listen. 
They're great 
teachers. . . .  I still 
learn from them  
everyday. There's 
always som ething 
to be discovered 
from them. Vol. HI, 
pp. 55-56
I w as teaching 
[math] using a 
textbook. . .  I . . .  
would go through 
the chapters and 
have the students 
do . . .  different 
concepts. Vol. IV, p. 
6
I didn't mind [going 
to the workshop] to
brush up___[By]
W ednesday I . . .  
said, "This is just 
mind boggling. I'm 
just kind of losing 
it. I'm not sure if I 
can follow all of 
it.". . . By Friday 
things were coming 
around a little bit 
Vol. IV, p. 7
. .  . [she] could go and talk  to  and know  th a t [she] could  say the tru th "  (Vol. I, 
p. 84). These teachers w ere ones w hose advice D ebbie valued  an d  trusted.
Jack's netw orking cam e from  b o th  inside and  ou tside  of h is district. An 
early  principal and  a fellow  teacher ta u g h t him  to be m ore caring  about his 
studen ts  and  to view  them  th rough  a g ray  lens. Jack also associated w ith 
educators a t the  state an d  national levels and  these "professional 
opportun ities outside the d istric t allow ed [him] to com e back  and  do  [his] job 
better" (Vol. II, p . 38).
Renae h ad  been o u t of the K-12 classroom  fo r a num ber of years w hen
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she began teaching m iddle school. She "needed a crash course" on 
m anipulatives and decided tha t she  w as "going to figure it ou t"  (Vol. Ill, p. 
36). O ne o f the things she d id  w hile  trying to change her approach  to teaching 
w as contact the ISD in her county  an d  take classes. This allow ed her to 
ne tw ork  and  learn from  others. The ISD continues to su p p o rt Renae's efforts 
in  the classroom, and she has in tu rn  been sharing her expertise w ith others.
D uring  the w eek M ark w as involved in  the  w orkshop w hich totally 
changed his approach to teaching m ath, he also began  establishing 
relationships w ith o ther educators. This netw ork ing  was "crucial for [him] to 
m aintain  . . .  a very different w ay of teaching" (Vol. IV, p. 7). M ark  not only 
found the support necessary, b u t th is group of teachers w as collaborating in 
finding open-ended tasks to assign their students. They "w ere p iggy backing 
off of each other" w hich m ade it easier for everyone to im plem ent a problem ­
solving approach in their m ath  classes (Vol. IV, p. 8). These fou r teachers' 
stories underscore the value of su p p o rt from peers w hen changing one's 
approach  to  teaching.
T reasu red  R elationships 
G ardner (1990), a  leader in  business and  political realm s, speaks about 
the need  for those in leadership  to  have "a circle of associates w ho  are . . . 
supportive" (p. 135). Teachers, as leaders in the classroom , also need 
supportive  relationships w hich he lp  them  com bat the  stresses and  emotional 
d rain  of the ir tasks.
U sing open-ended questionnaires, Pajak and  Blase (1989) collected data 
from  200 teachers concerning the  im pact of their personal lives o n  their 
profession. They discovered tha t relationships ou tside  of school are an
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im portan t source of su p p o rt in  fulfilling professional du ties. W hen teachers 
spend  tim e w ith  fam ily and friends, " they  are m ore likely to  re tu rn  to their 
classroom s . . . m entally  and  em otionally refreshed" (Pajak & Blase, 1989, p. 
307). M alone an d  Tulbert (1996) also em phasize that an  aspect of self-renewal 
for teachers is developing h u m an  relationships w hich p rov ide  a su p p o rt 
ne tw ork  and allow  teachers to  balance their professional and  personal lives.
As I considered the lives o f the four participants in  m y  study, I 
observed tha t they  all live rich  lives. P art of this richness stem s from  the joy, 
satisfaction, an d  fulfillm ent they  find in their careers as educators, b u t that 
constitutes only a p a rt of their lives. G radually  I came to  realize tha t their 
lives are filled w ith , as Jack said, "things th a t m ake richer fabric rather than 
m ore fabric" (Vol. II, p. 135). R elationships w ith  fam ily and  friends have 
created a rich tapestry  in these four teachers' lives w hich spills over in to  their 
classrooms. This rich tapestry  allow s these teachers to d raw  from  their 
em otional wells w hen  relating to  students w ithou t dep le ting  the supp ly  
because their w ells are regu larly  replenished by  o ther m eaningful 
relationships in their lives. Table 8 displays com m ents m ade  by the four 
partic ipan ts concerning significant relationships in  th e ir lives.
Live In tertw ined  Professional and  Personal Lives
Teaching does no t occur w ithin  a vacuum , b u t life experiences shape 
w ho teachers are  currently  as w ell as im pact their fu tu re  experiences (Beattie, 
1997). As I listened  to  the four participants in  m y s tu d y  tell their stories and 
talk  about their lives, I w as constantly  am azed  a t how  they  w ove together 
their professional and  personal lives. Each teacher specifically associated 
events or relationsh ips in  the ir personal lives w ith  the ir beliefs and  practices




Debbie Jack Renae M ark
[My parents and I] 
are dose. We're 
best friends. I see 
them all the time, 
almost every 
w eekend .. . .  It's 
nice to be able to be 
so dose. Vol. I, p. 
41-42
[Jim and I] share 
alm ost everything. 
. . .  We spend a lot 
of time together. 
Vol. I, p. 44
Getting married to 
. . .  Jim . . .  was like 
finding m y best 
friend in life. [I] 
feel very fortunate 
to know that no 
matter what 
happens in my life, 
Jim will be there 
for m e. Vol. I, p. 90
It w as a dedsion  
that I m ade that 
. . .  [my parents] 
were going to have 
a good end of their 
l iv e s .. . .  My 
partner, [Steve], 
says, "You always 
said you didn't 
have a d o se  
relationship w ith  
your parents. I 
totally disagree." 
There are times 
w hen I . .  . think 
he's probably 
right. Vol. II, p. 66- 
67
N o matter how  
tired I am on 
W ednesday  
evenings, [Steve 
and I] alw ays have 
dinner w ith  
friends.. . .  W e so 
much enjoy making 
richer fabric with  
other people. Vol. 
0 , p. 135
[My parents and I] 
continue to stay 
very dose and in 
contact. . .  every 
couple of d ays . . . .  
It's just really nice 
to touch base with  
them. Vol. in , p. 
143
Both m y family 
and Ken's . . .  have 
a lot o f things in 
common which 
makes it easy to 
bond and get 
together. Vol. Ill, 
p. 143
When [my kids] 
come [home] and 
it's time for them to 
have a meal, I sit 
with them and 
converse with 
them. They talk to 
me the whole time. 
Vol. IH, p. 155
I [had never] been a 
pastor's husband 
. . .  so I dedded  
that I would just 
take a year and be 
with [Rochelle], . . . 
just to know what 
she's doing and 
support her. Vol.
IV, p. 6
I am not an island 
unto myself. Vol.
IV, p. 60
[Mine has] been a 
life where I have 
been he lped . . . .  
There . . .  need to be 
other people who 
stand alongside of 
you. Vol. IV, p. 98
There [isn't] 
anything now  that 
[my dad and I] 
couldn't talk about. 
. . .The
relationship is 
very good. Vol. IV,
p. 100
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as a teacher. Table 9 records com m ents m ade  by  the four teachers.
In discussing teacher developm ent, G oodson (1992) suggests seven 
reasons for looking a t the entirety  o f teachers ' lives: (1) Teachers consistently  
ta lk  abou t their ow n lives in  the process of explaining their practices and  
policies; (2) life experiences and  background  shape individuals, and  w hen  
teachers invest them selves in teaching, the ir p ast experiences and background  
im pact their practices; (3) teachers' lifestyle in  and  ou t of school im pact their 
view s of teaching and their practices; (4) teachers' life cycles and  w here they  
are in  the  cycle inform  the decisions they m ake regarding their practices; (5) 
teachers' career stages im pact decisions they  m ake about teaching; (6) teachers 
are m olded  by critical incidents in  their lives; and  (7) teachers' lives in tersect 
w ith  their period in history and  society. I t  w ou ld  have been im possible to 
focus only on w hat I saw  in the classroom s of the four participants in m y 
study  o r to listen only to their com m ents ab o u t their educational beliefs.
These teachers naturally  drew  from  their lives outside of the classroom  to 
explain reasons for their practices in  the classroom .
As I completed chapters 3 -6 ,1 asked each of the four teachers to read  his 
o r her chapter, using a brief questionnaire to  p rov ide  me w ith  feedback 
concerning w hat I had  w ritten. W e then h ad  a sem i-structured in terv iew  to 
discuss their thoughts. D uring the  in terv iew s I had  w ith M ark and  Jack, they  
bo th  expressed surprise a t how  in terw oven  their professional and  personal 
lives are. Seeing their w ritten  stories allow ed them  to conclude th a t their 
professional lives are in tricately connected to  their personal lives and  th a t 
each inform s the other.
H ansen (1995) spen t m ore than  2 years w ith  four m iddle and h igh
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Table 9
Live Intertwined Professional and Personal Lives
Debbie Jack R enae Mark
I think one thing 
that makes me a 
good teacher. . .  is 
that I have a good
marriage___ I can
come to work and I 
don't have any 
kind of personal 
issues . . .  that 
would cause me 
unhappiness. Vol.
I, p. 44
Probably a lot of 
what motivates me 
is that I'm happy 
with myself. I'm 
happy with where 
I'm at in life. I'm 
happy with my 
marriage. I'm 
happy with my job 
so I have extra 
energy. . .  to spread
around___ I also
really appreciate 
life a lot because I 
know what it's like 
to deal with illness 
because my 
husband's diabetic. 
Vol. I, p. 79
[Being in the 
military] opened 
the world. Vol. FT, 
p. 39
[The military] may 
be what made me a 
liberal rather them 
a conservative. I 
really started to 
look at both sides 
of the coin. I can't 
see black and 
white. Vol. II, p. 40
[Divorce] put me 
into therapy.. . .  
My personality 
basically changed. 
. . .  It was a 
wretched 
experience but in 
the long run it 
worked out real 
well. Vol. D, p. 123
M y oldest sister 
was not strong in 
math and science. 
. . .  I would always 
. . . help her w ith  
her math. . . .  I 
would help [my 
brother] t o o . . . .  I 
just always enjoyed 
helping m y brother 
and sister [learn]. 
Vol. EH, pp. 44-45
It's been very good  
for me to be a 
parent because I 
have learned about 
kids as they grow
up___ It helped me
a lot to understand 
what a child w as  
going through at 
each age. It's m ade  
me much more 




[I am] a cautious 
risk taker. . . .  My 
faith has enabled 
me to take risks. [I] 
do some things not 
knowing how  
they're going to 
turn ou t but I know 
God is with me.
Vol. IV, p. 100
When I graduated 
from college, I went 
to this prof and 
said there is no 
w ay I could ever 
repay what he did. 
He said, "You don't 
ow e me a thing. 
When you get out 
[in the world], 
there are going to 
be a number of other 
people who need a 
helping hand and 
assistance. Do the 
same for them." 
That has always 
been in the back of 
m y mind. Vol. IV, 
p. 97
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school teachers observing classes, and  partic ipa ting  in  form al a n d  informal 
m eetings a n d  one-on-one conversations w hile try in g  to und ers tan d  teachers' 
beliefs ab o u t teaching an d  conceptions of them selves as teachers. H e 
concludes th a t "person an d  practice are sym biotic" (p. 126). Aspects of each of 
these four teachers ' ch ildhood experiences in  schools rem ain w ith  them  and 
continue to  im pact their lives. In relating w h a t h a s  shaped  these teachers, 
Hansen says th a t the "teachers have been  in fluenced  by  their upbringing, by 
their education , and by the ir present w ork ing  cond itions" (p. 129). Individuals 
and  groups o f people w hich  influence teachers inc lude  their families, 
students, adm in istra to rs, and  colleagues.
W hat H ansen  discovered in the lives of th e  teachers he follow ed, I also 
discovered in  Debbie, Jack, Renae, and  M ark. W ith o u t hesitation, m y 
participants identified  childhood experiences in  a n d  o u t of school w hich have 
shaped an d  continue to influence w ho they  are. T hey all spoke of the im pact 
of their fam ilies in m old ing  their curren t though ts and  beliefs, an d  all four of 
them  d iscussed  colleagues during  their teaching  careers w ho have  left and 
indelible m a rk  on  their lives. As Schm idt (1997) no tes, the relationship  
betw een teach e rs ' personal and professional lives an d  environm ents is 
"reciprocal a n d  transactional" (p. 2).
C onnelly  and  C landin in  (1995b) use the m e tap h o r of a landscape in
describing teachers ' professional lives. They believe th a t the professional
landscape is in  "in tim ate interaction w ith  w h a t o n e  m ig h t call landscapes of
the personal, ou tside  the  professional setting" (p. 27). Teachers' professional
landscapes tak e  on  a un ique, particular shape as th ey  d raw  from  the ir ow n
ind iv idual biographies, o n  the particu lar h isto ries of the professional 
landscape in  w hich they  find them selves, on  h o w  they  are positioned  on 
the landscape, and  on  the  form of everyday  school life on the landscape.
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Conversely, teachers ' professional life on  the landscape influences their 
personal life off th e  landscape. (Connelly & Clandinin, 1995b, p. 27)
W hile using  a landscape as a m etaphor for teachers' lives strikes a cord 
in  m y  ow n m ind a n d  heart, I p refer the m etaphor of a house. To m e a house 
depicts an  object th a t is a com plete u n it w ith  distinct outside boundaries. 
O thers are free to pass by  a house, to m ake assum ptions abou t w hat occurs 
inside the house, to speculate concerning its decorations; how ever, one  needs 
to  en ter and  explore its room s an d  furnishings to appreciate its real value. 
Inside the houses b u ilt by  teachers' lives are separate room s designating  their 
personal and  professional lives, b u t one finds easy access betw een the room s. 
From  the entryw ay, one can view  bits and  pieces of the o ther room s. A  
general them e is p rev a len t in  the  decor of the  entire house and  the treasu res 
in  one room  lead to a n d  spill o u t in to  o ther room s of the house. T hough  the 
appearance of ind iv idual teachers' houses varies and som e appear m ore 
w elcom ing initially, once one enters the houses created by effective m idd le  
school teachers' lives, one finds safety, love, and  acceptance.
S um m ary  of Them es
These aspects o f the four participan ts ' lives rem ind m e that they  are 
w hole persons, ju st like  the young  adolescents they teach. They live lives tha t 
allow  them  to be w ho le  and com plete. W hat affects them  e ither m entally, 
em otionally , m orally, o r physically also touches the other areas. W hen they  
g row  m entally, they a re  also touched em otionally  and  m orally. W hen they  
feel renew ed  em otionally, they are also able to be m ore creative and give of 
them selves to their s tu d en ts  (Covey, 1989).
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Coda
The participants in m y  study  fit well w ithin  the profile of effective 
m iddle school teachers as found  in the existing m iddle  school literature. 
Because of the last three them es I observed and found  reflected in the 
literature of effective leaders, this study  also contributes a new  lens through 
w hich to view  an d  consider effective m iddle school teachers. These four 
m iddle school teachers are n o t only effective m iddle school teachers, b u t they  
are also effective in  their personal lives.
Debbie, Jack, Renae, an d  M ark are Real because they love and are loved. 
They recognize th a t becom ing Real is som etim es a  painful process, yet they 
open their arm s to embrace th e  lessons of life as they  continue the journey 
tow ard being Real. They lea rn  from  the others they  encounter and do not re s t 
on their laurels an d  accom plishm ents. As the participants allow  their lives to  
touch those a round  them, o thers are invited to also become Real by 
em bracing the process. The jou rney  tow ard  becom ing Real leads to m ore joy, 
adventure, and  fulfillm ent th a n  one could ever im agine.
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CHAPTER 8
SUMMARY A N D  RECOM M ENDATIONS
"I've brought you a nezu playfellow," the Fairy said. "You must be very kind to
him and teach him all he needs to knaio in Rabbitland.
"Rim and piny, little Rabbitl" she said.
And he found that he actually had hind legs!. . .  He gave one leap and the joy
. . . was so great that he went springing about the turf. . . ,  jumping sideioays
and whirling round as the [other rabbits] did.
He was a Real Rabbit at last.
Margery Williams, The Velveteen Rabbit 
In troduction
The p u rpose  of m y study  w as to understand  and  describe w ha t has 
shaped  and  continues to influence effective m id d le  school teachers to choose 
classroom  practices th a t are responsive  to the developm ental needs of young 
adolescents. I iden tified  three questions to gu ide  m y  research  and  will revisit 
these questions to  sum m arize th e  study.
T hough m y  stu d y  was lim ited  to four partic ipan ts, and  I am  asking the 
readers to  de term ine  w hether i t  is applicable to  th e ir s ituation  an d  lives 
(Eisner, 1998), I hav e  som e recom m endations fo r m idd le  school teachers, 
teacher educators, an d  suggestions for further s tu d y .
Sum m ary Based on Original Research Questions
A s I conducted  the cross-case analysis for m y  study , I realized that I had
224
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indeed  answ ered  the original questions posed  in  chap ter 1 . 1 w ou ld  now  like 
to restate each question  fo llow ed by  conclusions from  m y  study .
Q uestion 1
Q uestion  1 asked: W hat life experiences have m o ld ed  educators into 
effective m id d le  school teachers?
The sto ries of the fou r effective m idd le  school teachers shared  in 
chapters 3-6 identify  a num ber of experiences, both personal and  professional, 
w hich the teachers observed as having sh ap ed  their lives. All of them  
referred  to th e ir childhood, b o th  at hom e an d  a t school; these are  hard ly  new 
them es from  the  lives of those  w ho have chosen  to becom e teachers (Lortie, 
1975). Debbie an d  Renae spoke  m ore about the ir hom e lives as children than 
either M ark o r  Jack did; how ever, all four of the  teachers spoke of the close 
relationships th ey  have w ith  th e ir parents as adults. D ebbie and  Jack live in 
the  sam e genera l area  as th e ir paren ts and  have  frequen t contact w ith  them; 
M ark and R enae m ain tain  close, long-distance re la tionsh ips w ith  their 
parents.
All fo u r participan ts spoke of adults w ho  touched  th e ir lives positively 
an d  drew  them  tow ard  teaching as a career. Debbie called  h e r paren ts her "tw o 
m ain  teachers" (Vol. I, p. 41) a n d  m entioned several science teachers who 
"w ere just rea lly  dynam ic a n d  . . . fun and easy-going" (Vol. I, p. 29). Because 
Jack "felt th a t [he] never fit in" du ring  his e lem entary  school years (Vol. II, p. 
127), the teachers he  encoun tered  in  m iddle school w h o  recognized  his 
abilities and  m ad e  h is school experiences m ore  positive h a d  a trem endous 
im pact on h is success as an  adu lt. Renae, sim ilar to D ebbie, credits her father 
for her passion  for m ath  an d  learning. M uch like Jack, M ark  spoke of the
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im pact of his form al education and  teachers w ho touched his life and  show ed 
him  how  to be a com passionate teacher. This could be attribu ted  to the fact 
th a t M ark  "cam e from  a family th a t w as no t really  involved in  social settings 
and events in  school and  education" (Vol. TV, p. 95).
I w as fascinated to discover th a t none of these teachers'’ paren ts are 
college graduates. For three of the four participants, however, their parents 
m ade it  very  clear tha t going to college was to be p a rt  of their ch ildren 's 
experiences. This m essage was clear to  Debbie, Jack, and  Renae a t a young age. 
M ark 's experience differed, but there  w ere o ther significant adu lts  in his life 
w ho g u id ed  him  in to  h igher education.
Each of these four teachers spoke of the w ay  they have been influenced 
by "the  practice of teaching itself" (Hansen, 1995, p. 129). Debbie grew  from 
contact w ith  "fellow  m entoring-type . . . teachers" (Vol. I, p. 84) and "learned a 
lo t abou t k ids over the years" (Vol. I, p. 38). In Jack's story, his first principal 
suggested  he take a look at himself as a person. H e also grew professionally 
th rough  his contact w ith  educators outside  of his district. W hen Renae came 
face-to-face w ith  a classroom  of seven th  graders, she realized th a t the 
elem entary  teaching m ethods she h a d  been using w ould  no t w o rk  w ith  these 
students. She chose to stretch herself and  learn  h o w  to teach m idd le  schoolers 
effectively. M ark too continues to learn  from  his students. H e looks to his 
stu d en ts  to  keep h is curriculum  student-cen tered  an d  openly seeks their 
in p u t w h en  p lann ing  learning activities. Debbie, Jack, Renae, a n d  M ark have 
learned  im p o rtan t lessons th roughou t their careers w hich im pact the choices 
they m ake today.
I find it no tew orthy  that th o u g h  each teacher values his o r her
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experiences in  h igher education, little tim e w as spent d iscussing w h a t w as 
learned th rough  the curriculum . The stories I heard  ab o u t college centered 
largely a round  the relationsh ips w ith  peers, interactions w ith  K-12 students, 
and  the influence of specific professors w ho touched th e ir lives. This causes 
m e to conclude that m uch  of w hat has shaped  these effective m id d le  school 
teachers to teach in developm entally  responsive w ays stem s from  life events 
and  reflection upon  these events ra ther th an  concepts a n d  princip les learned 
in  the college classroom . These teachers becam e Real in  the  classroom  of life.
Q uestion  2
Q uestion 2 asked: W hat curricu lum  and  instruction  are u tilized  
by effective m iddle school teachers?
As I expected, the curriculum  a n d  instruction u sed  by the teachers in 
m y study  is student- ra th e r than  curriculum -centered. W hat I find su rprising  
and  reassuring, how ever, is how  well each of the teachers7 classroom  practices 
fit into the theoretical fram ew ork  d raw n  from  Turning Points an d  This We 
Believe. D isplaying evidence of how  w ell these four teachers m atched  the 
ideal qualities w as relatively  easy though  I specifically chose no t to  rev isit the 
theoretical fram ew ork d u rin g  data  collection and analysis and  w hile  w riting  
chapters 3-6.
Q uestion  3
Q uestion 3 asked: W hat beliefs gu ide  the practices of effective m iddle 
school teachers?
As I m entioned  earlier, I d id  n o t rely  on  the theoretical fram ew ork  
du ring  my da ta  collection and  w riting of chapters 3-6; consequently, I
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identified  d ifferen t beliefs for each of th e  fou r partic ipan ts in the study. My 
goal in  describing Debbie, Jack, Renae, an d  M ark 's beliefs was to be as true to 
them  an d  their ideas as possible, n o t to  tailo r their beliefs to fit m y theoretical 
fram ew ork. I w as successful in  iden tify ing  beliefs w hich  guide them  as 
ind iv iduals based  on  the feedback g iven  to  m e d u rin g  m em ber checks 
(M erriam , 1988). Each one of them  ind icated  tha t I h a d  indeed captured  their 
lives an d  p u t th e ir stories in to  p rin t. I also requested  and  received inpu t from  
the significant o th ers  in these teachers' lives. H ere again  w hat I perceived to 
be the p artic ipan ts ' stories and beliefs w as confirm ed by  those w ho know  
them  best. In the  process of striv ing for the  goal of describing the four 
participants, I w as also able to reach the goal of iden tify ing  beliefs w hich all of 
these teachers h o ld  in  common. M ost of their beliefs have  already been 
identified  in the  theoretical fram ew ork; how ever, I w as also able to add  a few 
additional ones as d isplayed in Table 10.
R ec o m m e n d a tio n s  
For M iddle School Teachers 
H aving iden tified  characteristics an d  beliefs o f effective m iddle school 
teachers, the question  concerning how  to develop  these  characteristics and 
beliefs in  o ther teachers rem ains. W hen one  speaks o f developing certain 
characteristics, o n e  autom atically addresses a  con tinu ing  receptivity to 
g row th . W hat su p p o rts  this characteristic?
W hile the  fo u r teachers in  m y s tu d y  h ad  a  keen  sense tha t they were 
im pacting  their studen ts positively, they  also spoke o f the need they had  to 
continue learn ing  ho w  to im prove the teach ing  an d  learn ing  w hich occurred 
in  their classroom s. M ark's comm ent, "I w a n t to stay  in  teaching as long as
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Table 10
Beliefs o f Effective Middle School Teachers







Build relationships with 
students
Teach a core academic 
program




Deliver a student- 
centered curriculum
Ensure success for all 
students
High expectations for  
a l l







Staff m iddle grade 
schools with teachers 
who are expert at 
teaching young 
adolescents
Educators committed to 
young adolescents




fostering health and 
fitness
Programs and policies 
that foster health, 
wellness, and safety
Comprehensive 
guidance and support 
services
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Table 10—Continued.
Turning Points This We Believe This Study
Reengage families in 
the education of young 
adolescents
Connect schools 
(classrooms) with  
communities
Family and community 
partnerships
Connect w ith  families 
and communities
Empower teachers and 
administrators to make 
decisions about the 
experiences of m iddle 
grade students
A shared vision which 
includes all school and 
community 
stakeholders
A positive school 
(classroom) climate




Live intertwined  
personal and 
professional lives
* Items in italics can be implemented by individual classroom teachers.
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[my grow th] continues. W hen I beg in  to feel every th ing  I 've  done I'm  do ing  
over again and there  isn 't  anyth ing  be tter to do, then  it's  p robably  tim e to 
retire" (Vol. IV, p. 101) are sentim ents echoed b y  the  other participants. The 
desire for continuing  g row th  "to  m ake the classroom  m ore alive" (Vol. H, p. 
122) is fueled by  netw ork ing  w ith  o ther educators and  only possible w hen  one 
has an adequate em otional well from  which to draw . Becom ing Real is a 
process bu ilt on one 's  receptivity to grow th.
Colleagial Relatio7iships
Debbie, Jack, Renae, and M ark  all em phasized  the value of netw ork ing  
in  their lives. O ne aspect of each teach ing  assignm ent Debbie has had  w hich 
she values highly is personal rela tionsh ips w ith  o ther teachers. She 
com m ented, "Som ebody that you  can vent to is really im p o rtan t in  the 
teaching profession . . . even ven ting  about th ings tha t are going on in  y ou r 
personal life" (Vol. I, p . 84). O ne o f the  things Debbie lam ented w as the loss of 
these relationships each time she m oved  to ano ther district. D uring  ou r las t 
in terv iew  she expressed  d isappo in tm en t that she h ad  no t been  able to 
develop deeper relationsh ips w ith  h e r new  colleagues d u rin g  this school year.
Jack w as d riv en  to  reach o u tsid e  of his d istric t for professional 
nourishm ent and  he sees him self as the  p roduct of associations w ith  m any  
o ther people:
I'm  p ro u d  of the  fact that I h ave  been  fortunate to  w ork  w ith  so m any 
w onderful teachers and  principals and  th a t I have been  able to  hear leaders 
in  research  or p ractice and  sh are  the ir know ledge, share  their enthusiasm . 
Really, w hat I am  is a collection of 27 years of being in  tea ch in g .. . .  I really  
believe . . .  you  [do] no t becom e the person you  are unless you  ven tu re  
beyond your four w alls. (Vol. n, pp . 129-130)
N etw orking  w ith  o th ers  and  learn ing  from  them  has been crucial in  shap ing
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
232
Jack into the person and  professional he is today.
The opportun ity  to team  teach w ith  h e r husband, Ken, has been  an 
asset to Renae. Their streng ths com plem ent each other and  allow  them  to 
create an outstand ing  m ath  and  science p rog ram  in their sm all school. 
T hroughou t the years in  w hatever setting R enae found herself, she w as 
constantly  looking for th ings she could learn  th rough  her relationships w ith  
others. W hen she assum ed her cu rren t position , she recognized the need  for 
changing her teaching style and  tu rned  to th e  ISD w here she found o ther 
educators who suppo rted  her and  helped h e r  grow .
I quickly recognized how  im portan t netw orking  and  colleagial
relationships are to M ark. F inding su p p o rt and  being able to b rainstorm  w ith
o ther educators w hile adop ting  a problem -solving approach to teaching and
learn ing  w as essential in becom ing com fortable w ith this dram atic  change.
W hen M ark came to h is cu rren t school, he w as delighted to have tw o m ath
teachers in the h igh school w ith  w hom  he cou ld  w ork  in sharpening  his
teaching skills and  learn ing  m ore about m athem atical concepts. M ark, sim ilar
to  Jack, com m ented,
I cannot give enough  credit to the people th a t helped m e. . . .  As I look  
back . .  . m y life . . .  has been [one] w here I have been helped. I've never 
go tten  anyw here on  m y ow n energy. . . . There . .  . need to  be other people 
w ho stand alongside of you. (Vol. TV, p . 98)
O ther m iddle school teachers w ould  benefit from follow ing the 
exam ple of these four participants. N etw ork ing  w ith  o thers stim ulates one 's 
though ts and  prov ides su p p o rt for changes one is m aking. W hile there is risk 
involved in  opening u p  one 's life to o thers a n d  discom fort precedes grow th , 
these four teachers have show n th a t it  is profitab le and w o rth  the risk  an d  
uneasiness. N ot all of these four teachers find  tak ing  risks easy; M ark and
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Debbie are a t very  d ifferent places on the continuum . M ark  identifies himself 
as a "cautious risk  taker" (Vol. IV, p. 100) while Debbie responded  w ith an 
em phatic "Oh, yeah!" (Vol. I, p. 31) to my query about be ing  a risk taker. 
Colleagial relationsh ips help m ake change easier since one  learns from others 
and benefits from  feeling supported.
Replenishment o f Emotional Well
Effectively teaching m iddle school students requires a  great deal of
energy, time, and  personal stam ina (Mills, 1997). In o rder to m eet the needs of
their students, m idd le  school teachers need to have a sp ring  by  which their
em otional well is fed. Debbie alluded to this w hen she said, "I have a good
m arriage . . .  [which] helps me be a m ore energetic and go o d  teacher because
I'm  no t bringing issues from  home or having any kind of personal [crisis]"
(Vol. I, p. 44). Some of Jack's thoughts support w ha t Debbie said, bu t they w ere
spoken from  the van tage  point of recalling a tim e in  his life w hen he w as "in
a w ounded state" (Vol. II, p. 124). Jack rem arked,
lbs probably good  th a t I was ou t of the classroom for those few y e a rs .. . .  It 
pu t m e in  lim ited contact w ith kids, b u t . . .  w hen I d id  [have contact] I 
could be really focused for a short period of tim e and  th en  go back to the 
paper work. (Vol. II, p. 127)
Each of the participants in  m y study  indicated tha t they  found 
em otional streng th  th ro u g h  treasured relationships in  th e ir lives. H ad we 
continued ou r conversations, I m ay have discovered o ther w ays they restore 
their souls before en tering  the classroom to m eet its m any  dem ands. The 
issue a t stake is th a t effective teachers, as Jack said, "w ork  real h a rd  during  . .  . 
school then  . . . p lay  real hard" (Vol. II, p. 59).
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For Teacher Educators
Crucial to the effectiveness of the m iddle  school m ovem en t is effective 
teachers specifically tra in ed  to  m eet the  needs of m iddle  schoolers. It is 
in teresting to  note that the  lack of teachers specifically trained fo r  the junior 
h igh  schools resulted  in th e  original goals never being m et (A lexander e t al., 
1968; DeVita, Pum erantz, & W ilklow, 1970; Moss, 1969). Since its  inception, 
leaders in  the  m iddle school m ovem ent have again been  calling for teachers 
w ith  special p reparation  in  teaching young  adolescents in  o rder to  susta in  the 
m ovem ent an d  prom ote con tinu ing  g row th  and  developm ent (H ow ard  & 
Stoumbis, 1970; Lounsbury, 1992). A ccording to DeVita e t al. (1970) and  
Lounsbury (1996), this requ ires teachers w ho have adop ted  a m id d le  school 
ph ilosophy  w hich guides th e  atm osphere, curriculum , and  in struction  in the  
classroom  and  school.
W hen I looked at th e  suggested com ponents of a m iddle school teacher 
p reparation  program , I found  these aspects: A sound liberal a rts  education, 
understand ing  of hum an g ro w th  and developm ent as it relates to  young  
adolescents, learning theories, curriculum  and  instruction  su itab le  for m idd le  
g rade  students, philosophy of m iddle school education, strong academ ic 
background in  a t least tw o conten t areas, w ays to involve fam ilies and  
com m unities, and  field experiences in  exem plary  m idd le  schools w ith  
effective teachers (H arnett, 1991; McEwin, Dickinson, Erb, & Scales, 1995;
Moss, 1969; Scales & M cEwin, 1994; Swaim, 1993; Tibbies, D ickinson, & 
McEwin, 1991). W hile th is b o d y  of know ledge is extrem ely im p o rtan t in  being 
an  effective m iddle  school teacher, I see a lack of developing p ersonal 
characteristics w hich enable a teacher to  im plem ent the  learned know ledge
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and skills. Swaim (1993) does include a personal quality w hen  he  po in ts ou t 
tha t preservice m iddle  school teachers need  to learn to w o rk  collaboratively 
since m any m iddle schools expect teachers to becom e p a r t  of an 
interdisciplinary team . Is th is the  on ly  personal quality  effective m idd le  
school teachers need?
While I believe the results of m y s tu d y  confirm  the im portance of 
includ ing  the aspects m en tioned  above in  a m idd le  school teacher 
p reparation  program , m y resu lts also lead  m e to believe th a t m idd le  school 
teacher educators need  to address personal characteristics o f effective m iddle 
school teachers. K now ing th a t a m iddle  school teacher needs to build  
relationships w ith his o r her s tuden ts is d ifferen t from  being  able to relate 
well and  gain the tru s t of m idd le  schoolers. Preservice m idd le  school teachers 
should  have an opp o rtu n ity  to explore w h a t a positive classroom  clim ate is 
and how  one creates it. They need to consider questions such  as how  one 
takes advantage of learn ing  opportun ities for continued grow th . The fact that 
teachers bring them selves and  the ir personal lives into th e ir professional 
sphere is im portan t to recognize and  explore. D uring  the ir teacher train ing  
program , preservice teachers shou ld  be encouraged to p ay  a tten tion  to  and  
rep len ish  their em otional wells.
For F u rther S tudy
The m iddle school m ovem ent cou ld  benefit from  add itiona l stud ies 
concerning com m on characteristics of effective m iddle school teachers 
(NMSA, 1997) and  o ther intangible issues connected to effective m idd le  
school teachers (Strahan, 1992). M y s tu d y  w as lim ited to  four teachers in  the 
M ichiana area and  m ay o r m ay n o t be typical o f o ther effective m idd le  school
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
236
teachers.
O ne of the values in narrative case studies such as m ine is that m iddle 
school teachers can read  about the practices of effective teachers and restory  
the ir ow n classroom  practices. O thers w ho read  how  the four participants 
dealt w ith  opportun ities, obstacles, and  challenges in  life m ay be m otivated to 
look  a t their ow n lives through new  eyes. Teachers learn ing  about o ther 
teachers' successes and  foibles can be a pow erful tool in  shap ing  practices. 
M iddle school teachers w ould benefit from  additional narra tive  research 
stud ies w hich w ou ld  allow  them  to enter in to  effective m iddle school 
teachers' classroom s and  lives.
As I spoke w ith  other educators w ho d id  no t share m y interest in 
m iddle  school education, I was repeatedly  asked how  effective m iddle school 
teachers differ from  their counterparts in e lem entary  an d  h igh schools. A n 
obvious answ er lies w ith  the body of know ledge teachers assimilate as either 
elem entary, m iddle, o r high school teachers; how ever, th a t seems like a 
shallow  response. These reflections caused m e to ask  questions beyond the 
scope of m y study  w hich other studies could include: A re there personal 
characteristics w hich differentiate m iddle school teachers from  their 
colleagues in  elem entary  and high schools? A re the characteristics I found  
ru n n in g  th ro u g h  the four participants ' lives th a t m ake them  Real un ique  to 
m idd le  school teachers? If there are differing characteristics which reside in  
effective elem entary , m iddle, and  h igh school teachers, h o w  do teacher 
educators identify  these and encourage preservice teachers to prepare for 
teaching in  these  respective areas? If certain qualities are representative of all 
effective teachers, how  can these be developed in  preserv ice teachers?
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A nother question forced its w ay into m y though ts as I conducted  m y 
study. All fou r teachers in  m y  study  have been in education  for m ore  than  10 
years and th e ir ages range from  the mid-30s to the m id-50s. Are the  
characteristics w hich m ake them  Real the  result of increased m a tu rity  or 
specifically cultivated  qualities?
C onclusions
Becom ing Real is a  process th a t occurs over tim e, often in  several 
stages. Loving and  being loved  are integral to this process, which on ly  occurs 
to resilient people  w ho are  w illing to open  their lives to feeling p a in  and  
enduring  discom fort. Real people know  w hen  they  are  needed a n d  give 
unselfishly of them selves to  others. T hough they are  a lready Real, they  
recognize th a t they  are still in  the process of becom ing Real and  open  
them selves to  continue learn ing  from  those a round  them  and from  life itself.
As I sp e n t tim e w ith  the  four teacher partic ipan ts in  my stu d y , I could 
n o t shake the  strong  im pression  that each of these teachers is Real. This belief 
has only g row n  stronger as o u r relationships deepened, as I read  a n d  reread 
the data, and  as I w rote their stories. These four teachers love an d  give of 
them selves freely  and  unselfishly  to their studen ts an d  others a ro u n d  them . 
They have op en ed  their lives and  experienced grow ing  pains, b u t th ey  
allow ed p a in  to  m old  and  shape their lives. S tudents w ho know  these  
teachers love them  in re tu rn , enjoy being w ith  them , an d  feel safe a n d  secure 
in  their classroom s. All fo u r of these teachers continue to  open  them selves to 
g row  both  personally  and  professionally  as they  jou rney  th rough  life.
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Rhoda C. Sommers t239̂
500 G arland, E-2 
Berrien Springs, M I  49103 
(616) 471-6942  
so m m e rs@ a n d re w s .e d u
September 25,1998
Dear Principal:
I am a Ph.D. student in curriculum and instruction at Andrews University. I am 
beginning a research study to describe and understand the attitudes and beliefs of 
effective middle school teachers and what has influenced them to teach the way 
they do. As part of the process of identifying these effective teachers, I am requesting 
your assistance.
I am interested in having a sample of m iddle school teachers from your school 
whom you consider especially effective complete a brief questionnaire. I am also 
interested in criteria you used to identify these teachers and a short synopsis of your 
professional background. The enclosed abstract describes my intended study in 
greater detail.
The information which I collect from you will be kept in strictest confidence. I will 
use the data gathered in writing my dissertation; however, at no time will your 
name, the teachers' names, o r your school be identified.
I will contact you via telephone in a few days to discuss your interest in participating 
in my research project and to set up an appointment with you should you be so 
inclined. Thank you for your time and consideration of my request.
Sincerely,
Rhoda C. Sommers 
Enclosure
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Rhoda C. Sommers 
500 Garland, E-2  
Berrien Springs, M I  49103  
(616) 471-6942 
so m m e rs@ a n d rew s .ed u
October 19,1998
Dear Educator:
I am a Ph.D. student in curriculum and instruction a t  Andrews University. I am 
interested in studying the attitudes and beliefs of effective middle school teachers 
and what has influenced them to teach the way they do. Your principal has 
identified you as an effective middle school teacher and I am interested in having 
you complete a brief questionnaire concerning your beliefs and practices.
Should you choose to complete and return the questionnaire, the information will 
be kept in strictest confidence. I will need to use the data  gathered in writing my 
dissertation and any additional materials written in the future for publication; 
however, at no time will your name or your school's name be identified.
I am providing you with a self-addressed, stamped envelope in which to return the 
questionnaire. I would appreciate having the completed questionnaire returned to 
me by November 9,1998.
Thank you for your time and participation in my study.
Sincerely,
Rhoda C. Sommers 
Enclosure
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Andrews ^  University
[242]
Principal Consent Form
As a Ph.D. student in curriculum and instruction at Andrews University, I am conducting a study 
to understand and describe the beliefs and attitudes of effective middle school teachers and what 
has influenced them to become effective teachers. This study involves gathering data through a 
questionnaire, observation, interviews, and documents.
While there may be no direct benefit to you and your school at this U’me for participating in this 
study, I am optimistic that I will leam something which will assist teachers in understanding 
factors which have influenced them to become who they are as educators and challenge others to 
reflect on their practices.
All information collected will be held in strictest confidence and remain solely in my permanent file 
should I desire to revisit the data in the future. While this information may be published, at no time 
will your name or the name of your school be used. In addition, you are free to terminate this 
consent at any time and withdraw from this project without prejudice. If you have have any 
questions concerning this project or this consent form, please feel free to call me, Rhoda C. 
Sommers at (616) 471-6942 or mv dissertation committee chairperson, Dr. Shirlev Freed at (616) 
471-6163.
I ,_______________________________ , hereby consent to participate in the project described





Berrien Springs, Michigan 49104/(616)471-7771




As a Ph.D. student in curriculum and instruction at Andrews University, I am conducting a study 
to understand and describe the beliefs and attitudes of effective middle school teachers and what 
has influenced them to become effective teachers. This study involves gathering data through a 
questionnaire, observation, interviews, and documents.
While there may be no direct benefit to you at this time for participating in this study, I am 
optimistic that I will learn something which will assist teachers in understanding factors which 
have influenced them to become who they are as educators and challenge others to reflect on their 
practices.
All information collected will be held in strictest confidence and remain solely in my permanent file 
should I desire to revisit the data in the future. While this information may be published, at no time 
will your name be used. In addition, you arc free to terminate this consent at any time and 
withdraw from this project without prejudice. If you have have any questions concerning this 
project or this consent form, please feel free to call me, Rhoda C. Sommers at (616) 471-6942 or 
my dissertation committee chairperson, Dr. Shirley Freed at (616) 471-6163.
I ,_______________________________, hereby consent to participate in the project described





Berrien Springs, Michigan 49104/(616)471-7771
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Your Opinion Please [245]
Middle School Teachers’ Beliefs, Knowledge, and Practices
The following statements will ask you to examine your beliefs, knowledge, and practices 
regarding early adolescents and teaching at the middle school level. It is very important that you be 
honest in your responses. Confidentiality will be maintained.
Directions: Please indicate your degree of agreement with the statements by writing on the 
blank in front of each item the number from the scale below which most closely matches your 
feelings.
Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree
1 2  3 4
 1. The middle schooler’s extreme need to socialize often interferes with my teaching.
 2 .1 prefer teaching and having the school counselor deal with the personal problems of my
students.
 3 .1 think it is unrealistic to expect every student to experience success.
 4 .1 am not comfortable with too much activity or talking in the classroom.
 5 .1 allow my students many opportunities to socialize and relate to their peers within my
classroom. [*]
 6. A big barrier to my being able to teach more effectively is lack of student interest
 7 .1 prefer a quiet, orderly classroom with little or no talking.
 8 .1 genuinely enjoy going to work each day. [*]
 9. Although I occasionally use cooperative learning activities or strategies, I prefer having
each student sit at his or her own desk and work independently.
 10. To prepare young people for the twenty-first century, middle schools should concentrate
more on academic education.
 11. Developing and using interdisciplinary and/or integrated teaching units is both important
and stimulating to me. [*]
 12.1 am deeply committed to the middle school concept and to the students. [*]
 13.1 believe that teachers should be freed up to teach and counselors should deal with
student problems.
 14.1 am always searching for new ways to teach or present the curriculum. [*]
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15.1 view my main task in the classroom as teaching academic content.
16.1 think “advisory” is basically a waste of time.
17. Students who can and want to I earn should be separated from the non-academically 
oriented.
18.1 usually use objective tests because they are more efficient and less time-consuming to 
correct
19.1 could be a better middle school teacher if I only taught in my speciality area.
20.1 use cooperative learning and collaborative learning strategies almost daily. [*]
Demographics: 
Gender. F  M
Current teaching responsibilities: ________
Total number of years teaching in grades 6-8: 
Total number of years in education: _______
A small sample (4) of respondents to this questionnaire will be solicited for follow-up interviews 
and classroom observations. This is optional and voluntary. If you are interested in discussing the 
possibility of further participation in my study, please sign below.
I am interested in further participation in this study. I recognize that more 
information will be provided before I sign an official consent form.
Signature_________________________ School____________________________________
D®* Thank you for your time 
and assistance!
Source:
Smith, J. A. (1992). Effective middle school teaching: Factors that promote and maintain it 
(Doctoral dissertation, Portland State University, 1992). Dissertation Abstracts International,
55(11A), 3768. (UMI Microform No. 9308209)
[*For these item s the  scores need to  be reversed w hen  analyzing results of the 
questionnaire.]
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Participant Questionnaire [247]
The following questions are intended to stimulate your thinking as you 
read “your" chapter. M y goal is to have your chapter reflect you as accurately as 
possible. I hope to use your responses to this questionnaire as part of my 
dissertation.
1. Comment on the accuracy of this chapter in portraying you and your life.
2. What things would you like to have added to this chapter?
3. What things would you like to have omitted from this chapter?
4. What corrections should I make?
5. What have you learned about yourself as a person and an educator as part of this 
study?
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INTERVIEW SCHEDULE
*These include scheduled interviews, informal conversations, and several 
telephone conversations.
Debbie Jack R enae M ark
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
*This is a partial list o f questions I asked the teacher participants during the 
interviews. These were used as a beginning point and led to other topics 
relevant to the study.
1. H ow  has your family sh ap ed  who you are  today?
2. W hat ind iv iduals influenced  you as a child?
3. W hat m em ories do y o u  have about elem entary, m iddle , and h igh  school?
4. W hat m ade you  decide to  choose education as a career?
5. W hat p rom pted  you to  choose to teach in  your cu rren t content area?
6. Was teaching m iddle schoolers your first choice for a  teaching assignm ent?
7. W here d id  you earn  y o u r degrees?
8. W hat previous experiences have you had  in  education?
9. H ad I observed you d u rin g  y o u r first years as a teacher, w hat w ou ld  I have 
seen and heard?
10. W hat im pressions m ig h t I have had  of you  as a  pe rson  during y o u r early 
years as a teacher?
11. W hat keeps you m o tiva ted  to p u t so m uch tim e a n d  effort into y o u r 
classroom ?
12. W hat do you  see as y o u r m ost im portan t task as a  teacher?
13. W hat goals do  you have fo r your students?
14. How do you  m ake decisions about the learn ing  experiences you  p lan  for 
yo u r students?
250
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